
Hindi Drama
J.C. M ATH UR

Contrary to common bel ief, the Hindi dramati c trad ition goes back to the 12th and the

13thcenturies, and though thedrama then written or staged did not continueto be a
Ji vingheritage insubsequent centuries, exceptpartially incertain folk form s, no accountof
the growth ofHindi drama should overlook these earlier works.

Hindi.Iike other modem regional languages, wa s in the 11th and 12th centuries branch­

ing off from its apabhramsa origins and ge tting crystali zed . The language of much of the

poetry as also of drama was, therefore , a mixture ofapabhramsa and modem forms ofII indio

In the period from the 12th to the 15th cenluries, these plays were being staged in the

temples and by folk parties in the villages. The court as the pr incipal patron of drama had

di sappeared and, therefore, only the shrine and the courtyard could offer a rather subdued

sanctuary to the actorand the singer. The temple stage was confined to theJain shrines in
Raja sthan because the Indo-Gangetic Valley wa s then unsafe for that kind of acti vity. These

plays, whi ch were also ca lled Res, were a mixture ofdial ogue, ballet and opera and the best­

known example of this style is Bharateshwar-Bahubali Ras by Shalbhadra Suri . It is a play

withamoral andis centred around a kingwho is defeatedbyhis brother, thevictor eventu­
ally forsaking the reign for a de votional life. According to Dr Dashrath Ojha, there are 400

such Ras plays connected with the temple stage and some of them are religious. some
historical, some mythological and spiritual. and someconnected withsocial orfamilycon­
duct. In all these dramas, music and songs lie scattered as the principal medium for the
expression of the rasa.

Contemporaneous with this tradition was flourishing the folk Ras, the pe rforme rs of
whichwerecalledBahurupias. There is a reference to the Bahurupias in Sandeha-rasak. It
is difficultto guess accurately whatthe subjectmatterofthese plays was, butwhile the Jain
templedrama got attenuated withthespread of the Musliminfluence, thisearliest form of
folk drama, which incidentally was the channe l for a much older stream of her itage, survived

all these centuries by adjusting itself to the changing requirements of the humble society it

sought to amuse and entertain.
The temple drama, however, reappeared from the 15th century onward in an other part o f

thecountry, i.e., in north-eastern India, andstrangely enough it tooka form not dissimilar
tothat ofthe Jain Ras.ThiswastheVaishnava AnkiaNatofMithila havingitsramifications
in Mithila, Nepal, Assam,and even in Bundelkhand. The inspiration came from thedevo­
tional music and poetry of the Vaishnava movement of which the three great figures in
north-eastern India were Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, Shankar Dev and Jayadeva. Geographi­

cal isolationandtemporary politicalsecurity enabled a nwnberofHindu dynasties to arise
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andprosper in MithilaandAssamduring thisperiod. Theserulers couldin a certain meas­
ure develop a pattern of culture seeking to revive some of the ancient glories, and they
seized upon the ferment generated by this devotional movement and shaped it into an
exquisitecultural expression. Thus,unlikethe Jain Ras drama of the western India, there
grew here a drama which was the synthesis of the refinement of the court and the devo­
tional fervour ofthe temple. As many as 106 plays were written by over 35 dramatists during
thesethree orfourcenturies andmostofthem werestagedinthecourt, some in thetemples
and some later became part and parcel of the folk festivals and rituals and weddings that
coloured the life ofthe nrdinary people ofMithila and Assam. Umapati Upadhyaya's Parijat­
horan is one of the best known of these Maithili plays. Some plays were written as late as
the early 19th century and the ancestors of the present Maharajadhiraj of Darbhanga con­

tinued to be the chiefpatron ofthis form of drama.
Insomerespects, however, thisstream ofHindi drama hadits life in thebackwater ofthe

main flow of culture during the medieval period. In the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, the
main body of Hindi literature consisted of poetry, devotional to begin with, courtly in its
later phase. But thecourtwas not interested in drama, the temple was not in a position to
patronize itand, therefore, thefew Hindi playsthat werewritten outsidenorth-eastern India
weredrama only in form. Thebest knownamongst themwereSamayasar by Banarsi Das,
Prabodh-chandrodaya by Maharaj Jaswant Singh, Karunabharano by Krishnajivan
Lachhiram, and Sabhasar by Raghuram Nagar. In all these plays, devotional lyrics were
presented in the string of a story which was very thin. It was, however, not till early 19th
century that the plot was rehabilitated and prose dialogue made its full appearance. One of
the earliest and most significantplays in this new style was Ananda Raghunandan by
Maharaj Vishwanath Singh. This play was very probably written for the stage and exercised
a strong influence uponthe subsequent development of Hindidrama.

When Bharatendu Harishchandra, the great architect of modem Hindi literature, began
writing in 1867, the Vaishnava drama had been reduced to an attenuated form and had
become an almost forgotten institution, and it is doubtful if Bharatendu had any direct
knowledge of it. However, certain features of the Vaishnava drama surviving through the
Bengali folk stage, the Jatra parties, are perceptible in his Vidyasundar (1868), ofwhich the
story is similar to the play Vidyavilapwritten in 1720. Bharatendu's best-known play Satya
Harishchandra has a theme on which, in 1651, the Maithili play Harishchandra Natyam
had been based. The importance which Bharatendu gave to songs, composed on well­
known ragas and raginis and interspersed in between scenes and acts, is a distinct influ­
ence of the Vaishnava drama. It is a pity that in the recent Hindi drama, this pleasant
convention ofintrnducing lyricswas discarded in thenameofnaturalism, for itsdisappear­
ance removed one of the points of contact between the literary and the folk play.

During his relatively briefliterary career ofeighteen years (1867-1885), Bharatendu reha­
bilitated drama as a literary form in Hindi, harmonized diverse dramatic styles and laid the
foundations of the amateur stage. Though Bharatendu picked up several of his plots from



IIINDI DRAMA

contemporary life and chose for translation plays into whichhe could import references 10

thesocial andpoliticalproblems ofhis age, the fonn thathechose fOThis dramatic writings
was basically in the Sanskrit tradition. Even Bhorato Durdarsha. whichseems tobealmost
a modem problem play, follows the pattern of the Sanskrit classic Prabodh-chandrodaya.

Still, his modemoutlook is all-pervas ive andunmistakable;his incompleteplay Prem Jogini

is a precursor of the real istic drama; in Bharat Janani and a few other plays he gave a
glimpseof nascentnationalism whichbecamethe principal inspiration of subsequent play­
wrights.

Bharatendu was muchmore ofatheatre man than JUS! aplaywright.Underhis leadership
and influence was formed a theatre group, members of which used tostage Ilindiplays and
also shared with Bharatenduthis distinction ofwriting forthe stage a number of the earliest
popular Hind i plays of the 19th century. To this Dharatendu school of playwrights be­
longed Devakinandan Tripath i, auth or ofSltaharan; Shivnandan Sahai who wrote Krishna

Sudama, Ayodhya Singh Upad haya who wrote Rukmini Parinaya , Radha Charan Goswarn i,

author of Sudama aod Amar Singh Rathor, Balkrishna Bhatt, author of Damayanri
Swayamvar and Veni Sanhar, LalaShrinivas Das who wrote Randhir Premm ohini, Radha
Krishna Das who wrote Dukhini Bola and Maharana Pratap, Kishori Lal Goswami who
wrote Mayanka Manjari and Natya Sambhav. Hardly any one of these playwri ghts had
Bharatendu's genius. They. however, endeavouredfurther to developthe nationalistic out­

look and the reformist zeal of their master. though in a play like Randlzir Premmohin i, the
love theme has received tender and memorable treatment. It was, however. a matter of
surprise and disappointment that some time after Bharatendu's death this group of disci­

pIes gradually tu rned away from dram a and most of its members took to wiring poetry or
novels. This was partly the result of the strong attra ction which the new language ofpoetry
(Khari Boli) and the new form of the story- writing (novel ) exercised over lalen ted and

promising writers. It is also true that these people ceased to have a direct contact with the
theatre. Butthose among them who were able toretain this contact didnotfly fromits spell,

Theamateurstage, forwhichdisciples of Bharatenducontinued to write, was one of the

lasting contributions ofBharalendu. It arose out ofa reaction againstthecommercial Parsi
theatre. ThisParsi theatre was a sense a continuation of the courtlyexperiment ofOudh­
lnder Sabha, the script of which was written by Amanat andwhich was staged under the
personal d irect ion and patronage of the lasl Naw ab of Oudh. Though superficially the
production of Inder Sobha carried the impress of the Urdu romantic lyric , structurally as

well as in environmental effo rts, it followed the 19th century European Opera of an undistin­
guished variety. The Parsi theatre, in which romantic lyricism debased into meaningless
verse-recitation, tried 10 ape the spectacular from the early 19th century Western theatre,
without in any way approaching the broad human plane of the contemporary Western
drama. Round about 1870, Pestonji Frarnji started the Original Thearrical Company; in 1877
Khurshidjee Balliwa1a opened the Victoria Theatrical Company in Delhi and even tooh his

troupe once to Bri tain . A contempora ry enterprise was the Alfred Theatrical Company of
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Kesavji Khatau, which for a long time held the field. These early ventures were followed by
such commercial successes as New Alfred Company, Old Parsi Theatrical Company,
Alexandra Company, Corinthian Company etc., whichheldtheirswayin Calcutta, Bombay
and the principal cities ofNorth India right upto 1930, and ofwhich one ofthe few survivors
is the Minerva Theatrical Company of Calcutta. Perhaps. the phenomenalsuccess of this
superficially impressive theatre canbe attributed to the fact thatits influence extended to
regions where for centuries people had not known the theatre and where these troupes
reawakened a subdued but essentially irrepressible passion for the stage. This view is
confirmed by the fact that the Parsi theatre made hardly any headway in Mithila, Orissa and
Assam, where there was more or less a continuous tradition of the Vaishnava theatre.
However, it will not do to belittle the contribution made by the Parsi theatre to the develop­
mentof the Hindidrama, for not all its glitterwas tinsel. The easy naturalistic flow of its
comic interludes has not been rivalledby any subsequent comedy in Hindi. Most of the
songs of the Parsi theatre were basedon classical raginis.Above all, it was the firstreally
professional theatre of modem India and its disappearance as a resultof the onslaughtof
the cinemacannot but cause regret to the lovers of the stage.

Bharatendu was struck by the enormous thirst of the people for drama, and he tried to
satisfy it through a moreaesthetically adequate medium intheformofthe amateur stage.No
amateur stagecanordinarily compete withthecommercial stage.HadBharatendu beenable
to get financial backing for this type of theatre at that time, the history of the Hindi stage
would probably have been very different. As it was, he had to fall back upon the amateur
pattern, ofwhich the significance lay in its being a kind oflaboratory for the better type of
drama. It is these laboratories thathave enabledthe Hindidrama to survive andto make a
new beginning inrecent times.AfterBharatendu, one of thefirsttheatre groupswas started
in Kanpur in 1888. This was followed by the establishment in 1898 ofShri Ramlila Natale
Mandali and in 1908 ofthe Hindi Natya Samiti in Allahabad, both results ofthe enthusiasm
of Pandit Madhava Shukla and his friends. Some important plays, Siya Swayamvar,
Maharana Pratap, andMahabharat Purvardha were for the firsttime presented by these
amateur troupes. In Banaras, two theatre groups, Bharatendu Natak Mandali and Kashi
Nagri Natak Mandali, were started in 1909 at the initiative of Brijchand of Bharatendu's
family and other people, and they put up several plays not only of Bharatendu but of
subsequent writers also. Pandit Madhava Shukla was responsible for another noteworthy
institution, the Hindi Natya Parishad ofCalcutta, which continued to be a lonesome citadel
of taste inthemidst ofthe commercialized entertainment ofthe Parsitheatrical companiesof
Calcutta. Practically, all these amateur groups were inspired by the examples and followed
the tradition of Bharatendu. Stagedecorations andcurtains couldnot escape the influence
ofthe bizarre colour fantasy ofthe Parsi theatre, but in these plays the emphasis was not so
muchonputting upspectacular scenes full ofmiracles, buton chasteexpression,poetically
satisfying songs, andnoble though somewhat sentimental idealism.The cast often used to
includeimportant menofhigh society.Somehow,thecharacter ofthis amateur stagebegan
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to be regarded as anactivity meantfor students. This was a pity, for it led to drama being
consideredas anactivity of notmuch social significance. However, italso meant that under
the influence of the universities and colleges. the amateur stage turned more and more
towards experimentation andthe intellectual approach.

Between 1900 and 1925, when both the Parsi theatre and the amateur theatre co-existed ,
two type s of playwri ghts dominated the Hindi drama. Agha Hashra Kash miri, Pandit Radhe

Shyam Pathak, Narayan Prasad ' Betab ' , Tulsi Dutt ' Shaida ' and Hari Krishna 'J auhar' were
some of the names that every theatregoer of those days knew. Writing not so much for
publ ication but mainly at the behest of the proprietors ofthe Parsi theatres, these men used

the commonly understood Hindustani language and tried to enliven the slow pace of the
plot by throwing in a literal sprinkle of couplets. passionate dialogue. miraculous scenes
andparallel though unrelatedcomic scenes bristling with tomfooleries. Of the numerous
plays thrown up by this group, very few have survived the test of time and probably the
most notew orthy among them was Veer Abhimanyu of Radhe Shyam Pathak, having som e

remote though clearly perceptible echoes ofthe genuine idealism of Bharatendu. The other
stream of writers of this period kept to the Bharatendu traditi on. Badtinath Bhatt , who wrote
Kuruvanadahan andChungi ki Umedwart; was the best known among these playwri ghts,

Pandit Madhav Shukla was the real leader of the group a lthough he wrote only Siya
Swayamvar and Mahabharat Purvardha. Of the others, mention may be mad e of Anand
Prasad Khatri, Jamuna Prasad Mehra, Durga Prasad Gupta, Haridas Namik and Pand it

Makhanlal Chaturvedi. The last one wrote Krishnaarjun Yuddha which can perhaps be
regarded as the best single play of this period.

Against this rather faint and unimpressive historicalbackground, Jayashankar Prasad
appeared as a meteor, brilliant but seemingly short -li ved. Did he at all belong to the trad i­
tion, howsoever attenuated, of the Hindistage anddrama? That he ignored his contempo­
rary stage is clear enough. Nor did he find the dramatic technique ofthe playwrights of the

Bharatendu period acceptable. The sharp departure will be clear on the comparison of
Prasad 's Chandragupta and Bharatendu 's Mudrarakshas, But beneath this unlikeness is

adeeperaffinity. Prasad seized upon threenoble conceptions inherited from the generation
ofBharatendu-patriotism, love ofideals and faith in theultimate worthwhileness of exist­
ence. These concepts expressed in a rather plainand obvious formby Bharatendu andhis
followers were endowed with a finer and subtle expression by Prasad. This suggestive
expression was an outstanding feature of what is known as the chhayavadi trend of Hindi
poetry, and in Prasad's plays this technique was responsible for traditionally comprehended
emotions and ideals blossoming witha new fragrance anda new rhythm. Nevertheless, a
sharp departure from tradition is the dominan t quality ofPras ad' s writings and at the root of

that boldness and freed om lies the attitude and indi fference towards the stage. Firstl y, he
uses an idiom anda phrase so elevatedandshrouded with such virtuosity andseriousness
as to make Ilarishchandra's Hindi appear ped estri an. Secondly, his characte rs show an
awareness of inner conflict unknown to theone-sidedheroes orvillains of the earlier drama.



8 J.e. MATHUR

Thirdly, quite oftenhischaracters, while inthemidstofan immediate situation, drift intoan
analysis of certain ultimate principles of human life and thus pass on irresistibly from
momentary anxietiestoprofound thought; thisdoubtlessly was a new experienceforHindi
drama. As a result of these three novel experiments, Prasad became the founder ofa new
technique depending primarily upon the building up of an all-enveloping atmosphere. One
mightalmostperceivein this attempt to buildup a strong. vigorous anddynamic atmos­
phere, the endeavour to make up for the absence of a suitable stage. Perhaps, Prasad
imagined that where theplaywright canstimulate thereaders' imagination tothecreation of
a palpable environment, the absence of the stage would not be felt.

Between 1920 and 1933, Prasad wrote practically most of his outstanding plays like
Ajatashatru (1922), Skandagupta (1928), Chandragupta (1931), Dhruvaswamint (1933).
Didtheseplaysinfluence subsequent dramatic writing toanyextent? Contemporary writers
and even those who immediately followed Jayashankar Prasad show less pronounced in­
fluence than playwrights of 1943 onwards. Strangely enough, even a realist like Lakshmi
Narayan Mishra, who leda reaction against Prasad's technique during his life time, was in
his Vatsara}, published in 1954, turned to Prasad's environmental technique and love of
ancient times.Harikrishna 'Premi', Jagannath Prasad 'Milinda' andGovinda Vallabh Pant
wrote several plays indirectly influenced by Jayashankar Prasad, though no less by the
great Bengali writer Dwijendra Lal Roy. In Udaya Shankar Bhatt's Vidrohini Amba, Sagar
VYQYa, Matsyagandha and Vishwamitra, the atmosphere of the mythological age has been
effectivelyrecreated; inAdim fuga, hehasbeenattracted by certain fundamental problems
ofmankind. Harikrishna 'Premi' has, in his plays Swapnabhanga, Raksha Bandan, Shiva
Sodano, given idealistic andemotional glimpses into India's mediaeval history. Though
Govind Vallabh Pant's Varmala and Ra}mukut lack the profoundity of the other three­
playwrights, his writings have been more successful on the stage, for he transmutes the
inspiration received from Prasad into tangible stage form through theagency ofhis first­
hand experience of the footlights and the greenroom. Since 1942-43, however, there has
beena sudden harking backto Prasad's idealism andhis environmental technique. To this
stream of revival belong Ram Kumar Verma's Charumitra, Dhruvatarika and Benipuri's
Ambapali and Netradan, Prithvinath Sharma's Urmila, Dr Kailash Nath Bhatnagar's
Chanakya-pratigya, Kanchanlata Sabbarwal's Amiya and Adityasen Gupta, Sitaram
Chaturvedi's Senapoti Pushyamitra and several historical plays ofSadguruSaran Awasthi,
Apart from these, several young authors have almost uncritically turned to this technique.
This rehabilitation of Prasad is not clearly understandable. Perhaps, one reason is that in
most universities, theonly drama prescribed fortheHindicoursearethoseofJayashankar
Prasad with the result that his is the technique and approach with which the average new­
comertoHindi play-writing is well acquainted.

However, as stated earlier, thereaction againstPrasad hadbeguneven beforehis school
had struck roots. This reaction was the call of the age and the situation. Prasad made no
effort to build up a stage; the struggling lights of the Parsi theatre succumbed at the mere
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sightofthe dazzlingsilverscreenand thus thecommercial theatre of Hindi collapsedalmost
at the touch of modernism. Butasalutaryresultof its collapse was thatthe earlier films of
New Theatres and Bombay Talkies proved the suitability for the stage of realistic scenes
culled from day to day life. Theamateurstage that hadcontinueditshalting existence since
Bharatendu could not but learn a lesson from this experiment. The theatregroups of col­
leges came to realize that realistic presentation of life, naturalistic conversation and day to
day experiences all could be brought within the ambit of the theatre. One other circum­
stance droveplaywrights towards thisrealization. Afterthefirst waveofchhayavad, young
writers turned from thepoetry of Engli sh romantic literature, to the writings of Ibsen, Shaw,
Chekhov, andeven to contemporarydramatic literature. Thirdly, nearaboutthis time Indian
nationalismbecamemore andmoreanalytical of social andeconomicproblems, atendency
which in subsequent literature reappeared in the form of the progressive movementunder
the inspiration ofcommunist doctrines. Fourthly,Freud's psychoanalysis and the modem
outlook on sex transformed fundamen tally the love theme in drama . Fifthly, like the short

storyin thefield offiction, the one-actplay cameto be in demand. Theone-acttechnique is
not unknown in the Sanskrit dramaandin Hinditoo, Bharatendu himself is credited with
having written the first one-act play. But the present-day one-act play in Hindi is a stra ight
derivationfromWestern literature. Theama teur stage welcomedtheone-act play withopen
anns because it called for fewer equipmentandstage machinery .

As a result of these formative circumstances andtendencies, a new kind of play came
into vogue round about 1930. The salient features ofthese plays were a naturalistic pres­
entation of life, an analysis of the individual's inner difficulties lying at the root of social
problems, anda contempt forsuperficial idealism. Perhaps, thefirstplay inthis stream was
Kripanath Mishra's Mani Gos wami pub lished as early as 1929. Thi s was followed by the

challenging ser ies ofLakshmi Narayan Mishra 's plays Sindoorki Holt, Rakshas ka Mandis;
Muktl ka Rahasya and Sannyas i. There is nothing wrong in an artist giving a challenge to
tradition. Butthis spirit of challenge seems to have also meantin his case a defianceofthe

needs of lhe stage. It was left to Ramkumar Verma and 10 Upendranath Ashk (the latter both
in his one-act plays as well as in longer plays like Qaid aur Uran, Chho ta Bela and Adi

Marg) to have attempted andachieveda fair measure of synthesis betweenthe drama of
thought on the one hand, and the dynamic pace and emotional appeal of the stage, on the

other. Ashk follows a lech nique which is clear-cu t an d well-planned and yet like a slice out
oflife, and like the fleeting moment of deepexperience it is moresuggestive thanwhat one
would suspect. Before society and the individual he holds a mirror that is wi thout a blemish
and that reflects the depths of human experience. In Seth Govinda Das's problem plays,

there is a naive indifference to technical perfection as also to the stage; there is also a
danger that some of his characters are becoming types. Vrindavan Lal Verma, who has a
distinguished record asa writerofhistori cal romances, hasbeensomewhat indiscriminately
prolific in his dramatic literature; it is, however, sign ificant that the majority of his plays deal

with contemporary themes and problems. O f the more recent playwrights in this stream,
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mention may be made of Shambhu Dayal Saksena and Vimala Raina, both of whom have
turned out to be surprisingly refreshing in their outlook and delightfully spontaneous in
their technique. There is more action in their plays than in those of some of the better­
known playwrights. It is anencouraging signthat story-writers of sucheminenceas Yashpal
and Vishnu Prabhakar have turned to drama; their first attempts have been widely hailed by

theHindireader.
In 1934, when the problem play was coming into its own in Hindi, Shri Sumitra Nandan

Pant cameoutwithhis fantasy Jyotsna. It was anextraordinary experiment whichcannotbe
placedunder anydefinitecategoryandof which the significance lies in its impressive and
bold harmony of such diverse elements as a lyrical dramatic core (which can be traced back
to Bharatendu and the early Vaishnava drama), a symbolic technique (reminiscent of the
allegorical Sanskrit play Prabodhchandrodaya) and the intellectual modem outlook moti­

vated bya strong desire to go into the roots ofcultural experiences.
After 1935, the Hindi stage grew in two directions. On the one hand, the amateur stage

originally initiated by Bharatendu established a successful and, let us hope, lasting connec­
tion with the literary drama through the medium of the one-act play; on the other hand,
Prithviraj managed, in spiteof seriousdifficultiesandfinancial loss, to establishanew type
of commercial theatre with the mission to elevate taste and rehabilitate the theatre. The
emergence ofthe one-actplaywas of historical significancebecause it cametobe writtenas
a direct result of the demands ofthe amateur stage and in the re-building ofthe stage it has

played a formative role. The mission ofPrithviraj is a challenge to the Hindi playwrights who
can transform thismission intoa greatmovement. Prithviraj in Pathan, Ahuti andKa/akar
has set forth a bold example which has, however, to be followed with caution since a rather
gushing sentimentalism brings most of his plays dangerously close to melodrama.

The radio play is a new literary form which has indirectly helped the theatre by attracting
several Hindi writers towards play-writing. Some features of the old Sanskritdrama are
reappearing in a different form under the stress of the radio technique; the vachak and
vachikaseem tobeara close resemblance to Sutradhar. Again, the lyricismandmusic of the
Vaishnava theatre seem to havereappeared in theradioplay andthusthereis an indication
that we might be back in some respects to the Sanskrit and Vaishnava drama.

It is clear that the future cannot be forged by ignoring history and tradition altogether.
Perhaps, out of the tradition ofthe poetic drama and the folk theatre may arise a new drama
which more than anything else may be symbolic of the Indian theatre. Nevertheless, in a
vast and varied country like ours, it is unnecessary and undesirable to expect a single
pattern ofthe theatre or the drama. Inanother sense, however, unity is appearing. Under the
stimulusoffreedom, a single andundividedinspiration fortherevivalofthe Indian theatre
is making itselffelt all over the country, and it is obvious that the Hindi theatre can be the
most convenientvehicle forthis inspiration.

Some ContemporaryProblems
The contemporary scene in Hindi drama is like many things in national life today, full of
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contradictions and yetvibrant withhopefultidings. Several seemingly irreconcilable trends
are simultaneously calling forattention and one wonders which of them would shape the
destiny of the new drama. Had there been an uninterrupted stream of playwriting and
staging in recent literary andcultural history. these contradictorytrends would have been
the usual echoes and eddies that any transitional phase throws up. But in our present
situation. these are indicative ofa distincturge to buildafresh.Consciously we may notbe
working out a five-year plan for drama but underlying much ofindividual efforts is a widely
shared feeling to have a carefully thought-out and systematically executed programme for
the development of the stage and ofdramatic writ ing,

Thefirstandthemost inescapable fact is the almost complete absence of a professional
urban theatre in Hindi today, barring the solitary enterpri se ofShri Prithviraj Kapur. From
the middle of the 19th century to the beginning of the thirties of the 20th centu ry, a Hindi
professional stage flourished in Bombay, Calcutta andin the itinerant troupesthat enter­
tained packed houses in towns all over northern India. "The evil that men do liveth after
them; the good is oft interred with their bones", so said Mark Antony of Caesar (in Shake­
speare's Julius Caesar), and so have most ofus thought of this professional Hindi theatre,
commonly known as the Parsi theatre . Though what killed the Pars i theatre was the shift of
financiers' interest from thestageto thestudioand ofthe female stage-stars to thescreen.
the rift between the professional stage and the literary drama is delaying Ihe reappearance
of a powerful theatre that can successfully compete with the film . The rift plagued the
progress of Hind i dram a right from the days of Bharatendu Harishchandra. But while the
literary drama till the twentie s was severely cri tical of the cheap trappings and vulgar
horseplay of the professional theatre , it made full use of the techniques of the theatre and
knew its audience. Madhava Shukla's Ma habharat, Badrinath Bhatt's Kuru van-dahan ,
Radhakrishna Das's Maharana Pratap and Makhanlal Chaturvedi's Krishnarjun Yuddha

were plays thai soared over the layers of higher literature and yet had their feel on the
ground. To them the names of Agha lIashra Kashmiri , Radhe Shyam Pathak, Narayan
Prasad 'Betab' did not evoke contempt even though the two belonged to different schools.

The real rift occurred as part of the general process of the drifting away of Hindi literature
from the expression and tastes ofthe common people. Jayashankar Prasad was the leader of
this intell ectual aris tocracy. The language turned away from the popular idiom and whil e
drama acquired an inner quality of depth and conflicts, it gradually ceased to be a thing of
thestage.Hadliterature continued itslinkwithpopular expression andidiom, drama would
have surv ived the onslaught of the film, as actua lly did happen in the West. In India, the film
came at a time when the divorce between literary drama andthe professional theatre had
been complete, when Jayashankar Prasad was at the height of his powers and when the
young university playwright was enraptured by the spirit and form of Europe an drama.
From this rarefi ed atmo sphere , the literary playwright looked with contempt upon the gross
merchandise of the script-writers of the professional theatre. This attitude still continues
even though the pro fessional theatre has disappeared. In fact, the suspicion and even
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contempt have not remained confined to theprofessionaltheatre;any theatrewhich makes
its own demands and asks for pruning and adjustments on the part of the playwright is
treated with similar feel ings. Not being used to such demands, the literary playwright has

ceasedto be flexible andis unwilling tocompromise.
On the other hand, the confident or the hes itant architect ofthe new profe ssional theatre

in Hindi is sometimes not even aware of the existence of the literary Hindi drama. Shri
Prithviraj has perhaps never given a chance to any literary play in his repertoire; he is so
very certain of the unsuitability of such drama for the theatre that he is reluctant even to
give it a trial. Meanwhile, playwriting goes on, and drama for reading, for text books, for
universities and colleges continues to be written. 1nfact, the main output of Hindi drama
during recent years has been in the mann er ofJayashank ar Prasad. Lakshmi Nara in Mishra 's
Vatsaroj and Dashashwamedh, Hari Krishna Prem i's Shapath and Bappa Rawal, Udaya
Shankar Bhatta's Sagar Vijaya, Benipuri'sAmbapari and Netradan, Sita Ram Chaturvedi 's
Senapatt Pushyamitra and several historical plays of Vrindaban Lal Verma, Ram Kumar
Venna and othersrepresent a strong trend in literature but ineffective influence upon the
stage. All these playwrights need to be brought nearer the professional theatre.

This, then , is the first problem: bringing together ofthe playwri ght and the professional
theatre and in this process, the building up of a new professional stage. The steps needed
for building up a professional theatre will be the same all over the country and need not be
gone into here. But the peculiar problem of the Hindi theatre is that it does not belong to
Hindi-speaking people only.For its growth it mnst attract workers from non-Hindi-speaking
communities. The Parsi theatre wbich was a truly professional theatre in Hindi, was fi­
nanced by the Parsi community and was built up by Muslims, Bengalis, Gujaratis and
people from Maharasbtra. The same is true ofthe Hindi film. Ifa national drama is to be born

it will have to be a Hindi drama built up by people who do not speak Hindi. Also, if a
professional theatre on these lines is to be revived. care will have to be takento ensurea
proper and healthy contact between the literary playwright and the producer.

The second important feature that strikes a reviewer of contemporary Hindi drama is the
special role of theamateur theatre. Universities, colleges and a few clubs in cities put up
performances two or three times a year, and thus keep the spirit ofexperimenting alive. The

amateur theatre of the universities and colleges was mainly responsible for the popularity
of the one-act play. The one-act play and the amateur stage go hand in hand together and
the one-act play in Hindi is one ofthe most significant and finished forms ofl iterary expres­

sion. This is because unlike the full-length drama in the tradition ofJayashankar Prasad, the
one-act play arose in direct response to the needs of the amateur stage. Thus, we come
across a strange phenomenon in Hindi : the full-length play has no roots in the stage and
has increasingly got cut off from the theatre. The one-act play, which in its present form is
a very recent development, has directl y arisen out of the requirements of the stage. The
one-act play in some respects is the princ ipal dramatic form in modem Hindi, though obvi­
ously this is not a situation of which one can be very proud .
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Leading among the one-act playwrights are Ram Kumar Verma, Upendranath Ashk,
Bhagwati Charan Verma, Vishnu Prabhakar and Radha Krishna. One ofthe responsibil ities
ofthe amateur theatre is to compel these writers to tum to the full-length play. Unless this
is done, the one-act play will get stereotyped and its limited scope will leave a sense of
inadequacy. It is, therefore,encouraging to note that, in Delhi. some clubs have tried their
hand at long soc ial plays and staged some pla ys even before they were published . It is,
thus, that plays like Hum Hindus /ani, Zamana, Hamara Goon, Godan and a number of
children 's plays have seen the footlights and made a deep impression. The impact of such
pays on the general scheme of playwriting in Hindi is still to be felt . However, a few full­
length plays suitable for the amateur stage have recen tly been written by Udaya Shankar
Bhatt (Krantikari), Bhagwati Charan Verma (Rupaya Tumhen Kha G~l'a) and a host of
plays of Upendra Nath Ashk, the mos t recent being Anjo Didi.

The amateur theatre must from the beginning keep an eye on the professional theatre.
Some of the more experienced and devoted amateur groups should. as a result. think of
converting themselves intoprofessionals. Until this is done, much of their efforts andthe
training whichthey impart to theirmembers would be unfulfilled. As a firstmeasure,some
amateur groups could invite professional actors or producers and performances with a
mixed amateurandprofessional castcould be putupon thestage. The amateur theatre is to
be not only a laboratory for the Hindi playwright but also a training ground for the Hindi
actor.

The thirdfactor incontemporarydrama is theradio. Indeed, radio has come asa forma­
live influenceata timewhen the one-act playwrights hadscarcelysettled down to their job.
Consequently, the strongerforce of theradio hasshapedmuchof theirwritings evenbefore
their contribution to the stage could be assessed. The radio drama having passed through
its tentative phase has now emerged as a harbinger of the revival of certain forgotten
techniques of the Indian theatre. It may be hazardous to pred ict, bu t one can foresee the
grad ual replacement of the picture-frame stage by the open-air stage as a result of the
freedom experienced by dramatists who have writte n for the radio. Again, it is perhaps
partly under the influence ofthe rad io that music is being rehab ilitated in the llindi dram a,
and what is more, the verse play is gaining popularity. Thus, after a relatively brie f spell of
the naturalistic style, of which the epitome were the plays ofUpendra Nath Ashk, we seem
to be going back to the poetic manner of the Sanskrit drama. This is a tendency which
sbould not be looked upon with disdain. True greatness in drama can be secured only when
the "lambent flameof the poetic imagination is allowed to caressand searandinsearing to
transmute the forms of the actual...•

The fourth, and to my mind a challenging factor, is the absen ce of a healthy contact
betwe en folk drama and the profess ional and literary dramas. Never befo re in the history of
Hindi drama was there such a clear divorce between the folk forms and the urban and

• Allardycc Nicoll: World Drama
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literary forms. I shall not go into the deta ils ofthe types offolk drama that has sti ll surv ived
in the countryside. The Jalra ofEast Bihar and Bidesia ofWest Bihar. the Swang of'Haryana,
the Ras ofBraj , the Neutanki of U.P.and Punjab.the Khayal of Rajasthan: these are some of
the popular types of folk plays thai are in great danger of being swamped by Ibe cinema
which is making incursions into the countryside. If these folk plays do not receive the
attention of our writers and producers. it would be difficult ro retain the vitality of Hindi
drama as a whole. It was in Ireland during the 1890 s that folk drama inspired some ofthe
mosl talented playwrights of great Britain; Synge. Lady Gregory and Yeats drank deep of
the invigorating spring s ofthe soil and thus emerged one ofthe most fru itful movements of
the British theatre. This is jusl the lime when a similar moveme nt coul d be launched if our

playwri ghts and produ cers could IUrn10 the soil.
What is the spirit and purpose that animate the dram a now being wri tten in Hindi? This

is the fifth and in some respects the most impo rtant aspects o f the contemporary scen e. If
drama rests only on plots and characters. it fails to ach ieve greatness; only when those
elements are illuminated by what Nicoll calls an •informing purpose' . can the true he ights be
reached. The dominant theme of most ofwhat are called social plays is either a confl ict of
theindividual withthesocial order orcriticismof certainevils in society,inequality, greed.
poverty and antiquated social customs, Plays with a hislorical or mythologica l sell ing. of
which the number is perhaps larger Ihan that ofsocial and political plays. seek to exalt the
ideal s ofequality. the right s ofthe common people and the willingness of the hero to place
the needs of the neglected sections of society above his own. We see. thus. that while the
social play is preoccupied with the frustration ofthe individu al and bitter criticism ofsoc i­
ety, the historical play emphasizes the inspiring principles of liberated and constructive
India . The anomaly is explained by the complexity of the social and political scene in our
country. Today. inequality. corruption and outworn social taboos do seem 10 stalk across
the foreground whil e the birth of the new ideals embodied in our Constitution seem like a
rosy but ungraspcd streak on the eastern horizon. Plays that seek to mirror the actual

experience of the urban middle class. from whi ch most of our playwright s are drawn. find
abundant material for conflict and action in the uglin ess of some social and political trends
and happen ings. For exalting the ideals and building the society after his heart 's des ire. the
playwright turns to the fundam ental principles behind our Const itution and Republic. which
being still distant of achievement, came handy for deepening the colours and animating Ihe
figure s ofancient or mytholog ical India .

In both these trends. one perceives the inability of the average contemporary playwright
to attu ne himself'to the fast-moving lempo ofa soci ety in Ibe throes of a revolution. Ihe like
ofwbich history has not witne ssed. It is a painful process. and much mud and scum have
come up on the surface. The ugl iness is there but of a very different sort from that to which
our frustrated middle class wri ter is used. The tyrannical zaminda r, the hea rtless rnahajan,
the callous aristocrat- how long will these stoc k charac ters (and those that are different in
form bUI identical in attitudes) continue to cloud the footli ghts? Villains there are and in
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plenty: the prosperous cynic in sharkskin suit, who puffs away with his curly smoke all the
mightyeffortof the sweatingmillions, theupstart man of success who preaches and prac­
tises the philo sophy of tact, the inveterate philanderer in high society, the professional
office-bearer of village clubs and a host of others. They are symbols of the inevitable evil
that a society in gruelling transitionthrows up and they-and notthe worn-out villains of
a bygone age-should be the dramatist 's target.

Butpreoccupation withonekindof symptom is notenough; norwilla littlevenomhere,
a little bile there, brin g those deeper stirring s and that sense ofpeace ful exhaustion, which
are the reward ofthe playwright's painstakin g workmanship. The imposition ofthe current
ideal s on historical themes, which many Hindi playwrights-including the author of this
paper-have attempted is not enough. There is something juvenile in this simplified pres­
entation of the ideals of equality, thedignityofcommon manandthe identification of the
hero with the populace in the selling of anc ient Indian society. It is a kind of wishful
thinking that was an effective stimulus during the period of our national struggle. Today it
is unreal.

Today the Hindi playwright can bemore plausible only ifhe ceases to beintrovert. Much
ofthe preoccupation with the worn-out villains on theone hand, and simplified ideals on
the other, is the projection ofthe frustration and wishful thinking ofthe introvert personality.
These fellers have to bediscarded gradually in response to the call of a dynamic society,
andexcessive inwardness has to yield place to outward experience of a widening horizon.
Inotherwords,Hindi drama has to be the imaginative reflection of widerexperience. The
playwright must expose himselfto the multiple experience ofa society in its re-making. The
high endeavour which even the worst cynic cannot deny as a dominant characteristic of
ourpresent-day national life is to be observed in its various aspects, in the factory andin
the office, inthefield and atthedams, indance and music, inthefailuresand thesuccesses
of small and big organizatinns. Around this high endea vour should be seen both the halo
and the darkn ess, but its buoyant rhythm , its unmistakable pace should not be missed.

Above all, drama must beconceived andexecutedas the imaginative reflectionofexpe­
rience. A factual and superficially authentic depiction ofactuality will bereduced to a series
of monotonous encomia. The more Hindi drama turns to the genuine experience of our
dynamic life, the more it should use the technique of imaginative colouring and poetic
expression.

DISCUSSION

Mulk Raj Anand: Shri J.e. Mathur has presented the whole history of Hindi drama and
theatre and their problems with tremendous enthusiasm. And he has inspired me. It is not
impossible for a country with 375 million people 10 support one travelling theatrical company.
I do notknow if, withtheStatetaking interest in the matter, thiscannotbe done inthenext
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few months. I do not think either that the next Five Year Plan, brilliant as it is, can make much
progress ifthe minds and hearts of the people are not cleansed by the drama ofthe impurities
which are existingthereforgenerationsandfor removing whichno attempt wasever made.
I would not like to give my opinion on the radio play. I do admit that radio play is a very
impo rtant element with us today. As a wri ter having to earn a living by the pen, I have to

think ofthe emo luments too. I have written thirty-one boo ks. They are trans lated into many
languages andyet Icannothave enoughbreadandbutterto survive foronemonth in India.
It is mainly from my books trans lated into Bengali language that I am enabled to make a
living in this country. The radio bas been a good patron ofarts . It is a good medium for our
dramas. It is good tbat the necessary sort of workshop, wbic b Sbri Matbur referred to,
already exists. But my point is, why shou ld not they pay the authors a littl e more? It is
extraordinary that in London, they pay me Rs 75 an d Rs 50 for thei r programmes-I have
already got tbat amount twice over. And wbat I say is, why cannot the All Ind ia Radi o pay
the same writer-who is not after all as idiotic as some people imagine-Rs 75? In this
context I may mention that a foreign writer is paid Rs 35 while an Indian is pa id Rs 25. Wby
this distinct ion? And then, Shri Mathur bas a lso put forward a suggestion for writi ng Hind i
plays by non-Hindi writers.This way people would be diverting themselves from the realities
ofthe situation. They will become people belonging to pantomimes. Such a thing does not
exist in Europe because the plays there are highly and really real isti c. Th irdly, I fail to
understand why certain theatres which played Hindi and Urdu plays should be called Parsi
theatre? There was nothing particularly Pars i about it.

.l.C. Mathur: Parsi is only a nomenclature. Certain names have a tendency to cling
without being accurate. I have myself said that they were only financed by the Parsis but
were actuall y built by non-Parsis and that not all its culture was tinsel. Tbe easy and
naturalistic 110w of its comic interludes has not been rivalled by any subsequent comedy in
Hindi. Most of the songs of the Parsi theatre were based on classical raginis, And, above all,
it was the first professional theatre ofmodern India , and its disappearance as a result oftbe
onsl aught of films cannot but cause regret to the lovers of the stage .

Mulk Raj Anand: I think there will be no controversy if instead ofcalling it Parsi theatre
youcall itcommercialtheatre.

J.e. Mathur; It does not matter the least what I call it. It is known all over Ind ia as Pars;
theatre. And now I think I should clari fy what I exactly meant by my suggestion about non­
Hindi writers' contribution to the Hindi theatre . Perhaps I failed to make my point clear. • do
not expect writers from other languages to write in Hindi. But I expect and in my mind I have
no doubt that it is bound to happen-that the entire Hindi theat re will be built by the non.
Hindi people . I say 'entirely' just as today the Hindi film has been built by the non-Hindi
peop le-films which are not only known in this country but all over the world. These are
not the films ofthe Hindi-speaking peop le. Mind you, we do not have, for vario us reasons ,
the necessary finances ava ilable here in this region. So people go to Bombay and Calcutta
and they get the non-Hindi financiers to invest money into the trade. The same would be
true of build ing up chains ofHindi theatres. Secondly, no woman comes forward in northern
India to appea r on the stage, exce pt perhaps in Delhi and parts of Punjab. But there is no
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such difficulty in other parts of thecountry. Therefore, forthese two reasons only, namely
the finance and the lack ofacting talent, partic ularly female talent, I say that the Hindi stage
can he built, and will be built, by the non-llindi people. And now I come to the point raised
by Dr Anand regarding emoluments for the writers of radio plays. Previously I was also
writing for the radio, now I do not. When I had been writing I used to get the grand fee of
Rs 2S only foreachofmy plays. I agree theemoluments paid to theradio writer is too little
to make "Titers interested in it.

Mama Warerkar: I beg to bring to the notice of this Seminar that the Marathi profes­
sional companies were producing Hindi plays in the beginning of the twentieth century.
The Swadeshi Natak Mandali, forinstance, producedmanya Hindi play. There wasanother
company which was also producing them. AI that time they were called Urdu plays. For
years together, this company had been touring all over India. The plays they produced
were, of course, the gifts of Hindi authors, but the actors and actresses were from
Maharashtra. These plays were very popular in Bombay as long ago as the thirties. And as
a Maharashtrian, I am proud to say that Maharashtra has done a lot for the Hindi stage.

V. Raghavan: I think we canwindupthis discussion by recommending that by arrang­
ing competition and giving rewards, these companies should be encouraged. Subsidies to
the professional troupes should be given with the object of encouraging the troupes to
stage not only traditional p lays but also plays which the speaker has mentioned-intellec­
tual plays . If you make that suggestion, this discussion will be complete. About other
points, such as, translations andcertain other things. I think we cannot makeany recom­
mendations.

1.C. Mathur: What I would like to see is that professional theatres of whatever kind,
located in different parts of India, produce plays in theirown languages. and if they findit
feasible, also produce them in Hindi.

Mulk Raj Anand: I would like to suggest that all classics of the Indian theatrebe ren­
dered into the Hindi language by the Sahitya Akademi or the National Book Trust.

Sachin Sengupta:The Sahitya Akademi, Dr Mulk Raj ought to know, has already started
workin this direction. For the present, it has selected two dramas from eachregional lan­
guage for translation into all the Indian languages.

J.C. Mathur: I am also in a position to announce here that it has been decided that at
present one play from each language is to be simultaneously translated into the various
regional languages and simultaneously broadcast from all the radio stations in India on
alternate Saturdays. This will be done in the National Programme of Drama. We are calling
for the best plays. And I am going to write to friends to suggest which they consider to be
the best plays.


