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Before I venture to make a comprehensive survey of the growth and development of
Telugu stage m this paper, I would like to divide my subject under various heads.

Incidentally, when I begin to deal with the development ofTelugu stage, I cannotalford to
neglect to mention something about Telugu drama, as drama and stage go band in hand
often. In the first few pages of this paper, I shall narrate the circumstancesattendant on the
growth and development of Telugu drama.

Drama and Literature

In every literature existing in the world, the drama is said to be highestandthemostperfect
form of literature. Its effect on the people is two-fold. It is calleddrisyakav..a inSanskrit.II
appeals to the earas well as to theeye at the same time, and as suchits effect iseverlasting:
kavyeshu natakam namyam. It is the beautified form of literarure, ThegreatSanskritpoets
of the past like Kalidasa, Bhavubhuti, Bhasa, Sudraka, Bhattanarayana are popular allover
the civilised parts ofthe world because of theirdramas thanfor theirotherpieces. So wecan
come to the conclusion that richness ofthe literatureof any language is to be foundin the
dramas of that language.

Telugu Literature
It has always been the misfortune in our country in all fields that thereneverexistedhisto­
rians who could have recorded the incidents of their own time. A few manuscripts and
inscnptions found in excavations aretheonly sources and material forthe modern histori­
ans. No true record of history could be found and much is done on guess work. So is the
case with the Telugu literature. During the golden age of the reign of the Chalukyas of the
Vengi Empire in the Godavari Valley, I elugu literaturewasfoundintheformof kavya. IIwas
in the eleventh century A.O. that Rajaraja Narendra ruled over the Vengi Empire with
Rajamundry as capital. Three great scholars, NannayaBhat,NarayanBhatandVemulavada
Bhimakavi lived in his time while Bilhana was their contemporary. Sanskrit wasthe lan­
guage of the cultured and it was the privilege of a few to leam it. Telugu was the spoken
language of the common man. It is quite evident that Telugu mixedwithSanskrit was the

official language ofthe court.
Rajaraja Narendra requested NannayaBhatto translate \yasa's Mahabharata into Ielugu.

Nannaya Bhat translated the first two parts orparvas, Ad; and Sabha: anda portton of the
third, Aranya. He had no confidence in himselfthar he coulddojustice tovyasa in Telugu

b .. . . d II N yana Bbatwas suchthatas aut the inspiration he got from hIS friend an co eague ara . .
Telugu man, I am proud to say that the I eluguMababharata is farmoresuperior toSanskrit
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Mahabharata in all respects. The rest ofthe Mahabharata was finished by the grea t Thikkana
Somayaji and Yerrapragada in the thirteenth and the fourteenth centur ies. In one aspect
these two did belief justice to the Telugu language in as much as that there is less of
Sanskritandmore ofTelugu intheircompositions.

Though there are some evidences to show that Nachana Soma existed beforeNannaya,
andwrote someTelugu kavyaslikeUttara Hari vamsa, it is popularly acceptedthat Nannaya
Bhat is the first popular Telugu poet. He has been given the title of Vaga nusasana (the
supreme commander of language). In the fourteenth century, Aloha Bhagavatbam was
translated by Barnmera Potharaju into easy flow ing Telugu language, and h is verses are
recited by every Telugu man and woman in every home even today. He was a devotee and
was inspired by Kodanda Rarna, his family deity. Mahabharatharn and Bhagavatham are
gemsofTelugu literature. Potharaju's brother- in-law, Srinadha was anaccomplishedscholar
ofTel uguliteratureandwas the supreme educational officer in the courtof Anavemareddi
who ruled over Kondaveedu of Guntur District. His pen wielded several forms ofTelugu
litera ture includingthe first street drama whichwas the firstproduct ion of dramatic fonn in
Telugu literature. But it was not writtenon the lines ofSanskr it drama andalso not accord­
ingto Sanskrit poetics.

Srinadna was a powerful poet and wrote several works amongwhom Kasikhandam and
Srungora Nyshadham arethe best.The golden era of Telugu literature was in the timeof
Shri Krishna Devaraya wbo ruled over the Vizayanagar Empire. Though a Kannada by birth
and surroundings, he patronized Telugu literature and wrote Telugu works bimself among
which Amukta Malyada is the best. He maintained eigh t great Telugu poets in his court
who were popularly known as ashta dik-gajas. Among them, Allasani Peddanna, Nandi
Timrnanna, Rarnabhadra, Tenali Ramakrishna, Bhattumurthi, Pinaga li Suranna and Dhurjata
were popular. Allasani Peddanna wrote the first Telugu work on an independent subject
knownasManu Charitra, Nandi Timmanna wroteParijathapaharanam, Tenali Ramakrishna
wrote Pandllranga Alaha tyam, PingaliSurannawrote Kalapooranodayam , Dhurjati wrote

Sree Kala hasti Sathakam and Bhatturnoorthi wrote Vasu Charitra . These poets were con­
temporaries of Shakespeare, BenJohnson, BeaumontandFletcher. It is interesting to note"
that Pingali Suranna's Katapooranodayam has almost the same subject as the Comedy of

Errors of Shakespeare. In the seventeenth and eighteen th centuries, Bhaskara and a lay

writer Molla " Tote Rarnayana inTelugu.A similar subject like that of Hippolims ofEurepedes
was taken up by Kuchimanchi Timmakavi and Chemakura Venkata Kavi known as
Sara ngadhara. From tenth century A.D. till the middle of nineleenth century there existed
great poets in Telugu literature and they were ali scho lars in Sans krit literarure.I would like
to observeone mysterious fact. None of these poets took into theirhead to write a Telugu
drama . the form ofii terature which brought wor ld-wide fame to Kalidasa, There mu st have
been certain factors prevailing to prevent a Telugu drama from being written.

lJas there no Te/ugu drama before 1850?

There was, but in a different form. These were called Yakshaganas . They were meant for the
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common folk. They consisted of songs, prose and dance and a corrupt formofTelugu was
their language. These dramas were composed by second and third rate poets who never
knew the poetics, and were staged by membersoflow strataof societylikeYadavas, Yanadies
and Jakkulas. These dramas appealed to the low senses ofthe publicand werestaged in the
streets of villages under the patronage of the village headman. The actors never com­
manded any respect in the society. These conditions existed till the middle of fifteenth
century. The Telugudrama was known inthisform only to thecommon man. A venerable
gentleman by the name ofSiddhendra Yogi of Sringeri MUll came to Andhra and taught a
high form of Yakshagana strictly composed according to Natyashastm to the priest com­
munity of the village of Kuchipudi in Krishna District. The Brahmin community of the
village dedicated their lives to this form of Yakshagana and wonlaurels fromthe Nawabof
Golkonda and Shri Krishna Deva Raya ofVizayanagar. The rulers ofTanjore in the eight­
eenth centurypatronised these troupes, composed these dramas in large number and got
them enacted in their courts. No doubt the KuchipudiYakshagana appealed to the elite as
well as the masses and commanded better respect, but these Brahmins wereex-communi­
cated from the Brahmin society andnevercommandedrespect inpublic dinners. Thus, the
dramatists and the actors were treated as condemned membersofthe societytill 1880. This
was one of the main reasons why there was no TeJugu drama in literature.

The learned scholars hesitated to write the drama for the fact that it has to be stagedby
people fromthe low strata of society. Another reason forthenon-productionof adrama in
Telugu literature is this. In the Sanskrit drama, different types of languages like Sanskrit,
Prakrit, Magadhi, Paisachi and Apabrarnsi were used for different characters as per their
status. The hero spoke Sanskrit, the heroine spoke Prakrit, the lower characters spoke
Paisachi and Apabramsi. There are no such parallel language to Telugu. So thepoetswere
perplexed regarding the suitable language for their characters. And they hesitated10 write
adrama, as lackofsuitable language was animpediment intheirway,

The third reason appears to be that there were no theatres to stage thedramas. The
Yakshaganas were played in the streets. Moreover, other forms of arts like Burrakatha,
Bhamakalapam and Bharatanatyam were very popular among the masses as wellas the
educated. The drama in Sanskrit literature was thought to he the privileged enJnyment of
few scholars only. It was held in high respect. People of the calibre of Kalidasaonlywere
allowedto attempt to write a drama. Foralltheabovereasonsthere wasno~a rn Telugu
literature unti118S0. A few might have beenwrittenbut they neversawthe hghtof theday,

hi' ted and they wrnte some
In the early parts of the nineteenth century, great sc a ars exrs d b t t 'or

dr meant only for stu y u no "dramas but these were neverstaged. These amas were di Th
h h of thecommon au ICOCC. e

stage. The language was high flown and above' e reac .
- . " . h d there wereonly manuscnpts.

pnntmg press was not within their reae an for the first time visited
In 1880-81, a Maharashtrian theatre company from Dharwar

Ra
'
ah

dry Thetroupe
dIf di dramas at J mun .

Andhra and erected their own pandal and stage in ' The la -ed twice a week. Of the
Wasdirected by a Hindi poet and actor, Vaman BhatJoshi. YP Y
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thirty odd plays they staged, Puthra Kameshti , which narrated the story of Rama's birth,
was most popular. It was this Maharashtrian company that was responsible for infusing
considerable enthusiasm for drama among the people ofAndhra. The Mabarashtrian com­
pany's lour had hardly come to a close before the litterateurs of Raja hmundry, Rao Bahadur
Kanduku ri Veeresalingam and Vaddadi Subbarayudu took into their heads to write dramas
in Telugu. Shri Veerasalinga m Pantulu was well versed in English literature . He was a lec­

turer in Telugu language in Goverrunenl Co llege. lie can be said to be the pioneer in social
as well as cultura l reforms ofAndhra. tt was he who wrote the first popular drama in Telugu
literature. He translated Comedy of Errors , Merchant of Venice, Sheridan's Duenna,
Kalidasa's Shak untata. Malvikognlmitram , Harsha' s Ratnava/i , and got them staged in
the Dharwar PandaI at Rajamundry with costumes and curtains. It was really a venture in
those days. The educated youth took part in these dramas. Shri Vaddadi Subbarayudu
translated Bhatta. Narayana's ~enjsamharam andstaged it in the same pandal. In fact. this
Dharwar troupe was the inspiration for writ ing ofdramas in Telugu . The people ofAndhra
are highly indebted to Shri Vaman Bhat Joshi, who directed the Telugu dram a in his pandal.
The birth place of Telugu drama was Rajahmundry on the banks ofthe sacred river Godavari,
which inspired Bhavabhuti to write Uttara Ramacharitram and on whose banks the great
Pandit Raya of Jehangir's Court was born. The waters of the Godavari river even today

infuse the people of Andhra with eterna l culture, for the best sons of the soil were born at
Rajahmundry.

In the ceded distric ts of Andhra, you are aware ofthe great town ofBeliary wherein lies

the indomitable fort of Hyder Ali. Bellary is the seat ofTelugu culture. As it was very ncar
to the Kannada area, the Kannada drama troupes oflen visited Bellary and staged dramas in
Kannada, The language was never a bar between the happy relation ship of people in those
days. There resided a lawyer by the name of Dharmavararn Krishnamacharya in 1881. He
was a scholar equally well versed in Kannada and Telugu. The ceded dis tricts of Bellary,
Cuddapah, Kumool, Chittoor and Ananthapur were under the sway ofShri Krishna Devaraya

'v'ho patronised both Kannada and Telugu literatures. Since his reign this area is known as
Rayalaseema even today.

In Bellary Distric t, both Kannada and Telugu were spoken. Kann ada dram as were very
popular even among Telugu people. Krishnamacharya wro te a Kannada dra ma Swapna
Aniruddha in 1879 and got it staged under the banner of Sarasa Vinodhini Sabha whi ch he
established in 1878. lie was himselfan actor. One day, there was a challenge from his friends

that the Telugu langua ge was not suitable for writing a drama. He accepted the challenge.
lie "Tote a Telugu drama Nala Damayanthi in 1881 but got it staged only in J885. To the
astonishment of his Kannada friends, the Telugu drama was more powerful than the Kannada

one. Thereafter he wrote twenty Telugu dramas, some of which are being played even
today. He died in the year 1912. Shri Kolachelam Srinivasarao, a colleagu e of Shri
Krishnamachari ofBeIlary composed more than a dozen Telugu dramas and gol them staged

under the bannerofSumanorama Sabha.llis best drama was a histori cal piece called Fall of
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Vljayanagar. Another vakil ofBeliary and a cousin of Krishnarnacharya, D. Gopalacharya
wrote some dramas of which Ramadoss, the life ofan Andhra saint'is the best.Kolachelam
Subrahmanya Sastri of Bellary wrote Krishnalila and Lava Kusa. So these were the four
pillars of the edifice of Telugu drama at Bellary. The first tragedy in Telugu literature,
Sarangadhara. relating to the story of Hippolitus,waswrittenby ShriD. Krishnarnacharya.
Thefirst historical drama wascomposed byShriK. Sreenivasarao ofBelJary. Heconcentrated
mostly on historical dramas. Sultana Chand Bibi. Roshanara. Fall of vijayanagar were
some of the historical dramas. The first drama relating to an Andhra saint was written at
Bellary. So Bellary is responsible for existenceof drama in the cededdistricts as Rajahmundry
is On the coastal area of Andhra. Coming to Rajahmundry, we findseveralother followersof
late Shri Veeresalingam Pantulu writing dramas,amongwhomShriChilakamarthi Lakshmi
Narasimbam was very popular.He wrote more thanthirtydramasbetween 1890-1900, among
which Gayopakhyanam and Parijathapaharanam are popular even roday.

Social Drama
Shri Kandukuri Veeresalingam, as I told you,was a great social refonner./Ie wasanednorof
a weekly and was a follower of Raja Ram Mohan Roy. He wanted to utilize the potent
weaponof drama for social refann. So be wrote somepieces similar to Sheridan's rivals
criticising the rigid customs ofHindu society likechild marriage. He wrote social plays inan
easy flowing language andgot them staged.This wasanovelexperiment Several eminent
dramatists objected to use of drama as a vehicle of propaganda but he pursued his own way
and method. To his rescue came one ofthe greatest socialdramatists of Andhrain 1887.He
was Shri Gurajada Apparao Pantulu. Inspired by Veeresalingam, parronized by Ananda
Gajapathi Maharaju ofVijayanagaram, he wrote. social drama,KanyaSulkam, written in
spoken Telugu and condemning the practice of selling girls in marriage to old people, a
custom that was prevalent then in Andhra. Kanya Sulkam is the first oft he type and stands
Supreme in TeJugu literatureeven today. It is not adramabut it is aworld.We seeourown
images traversing thestage. We feel guilty. We try to correctourselves. There can neverby
a parallel example in any literature in the world and I assure you that this statement is no
exaggeration . He got it staged under his own direction .t Ripon High School of
Vijayanagaram.This was a novel experimentinthose limes. During those limes. oneof the
great scholars of Telugu literature, KaJaprapooma Vedam Venkataraya Sastri,.who was
working as a lecturer in Madras Christian College, translatedsome of the Sanskritdramas.
It was not these dramas Ihat brought fameto Venkataraya Sastri. fie "Tole a hlStoncaldrama
titled Prataparudriyam. It is a drama of outstanding merit. lie used spoken d.alcct of
various types to suit the characters in this drama. The story relates how Prataparu'm. 11 of

. b h a ders of Allauddln Khd)l. The
Kakateeya Dynasty was taken a pnsoner Yt e comm n "

. . f P t arudra Yugandhara s nameIS
author created the role of Yugandhara as a minIster0 ra ap .
borrowed from Bhasa's drama and from the stories Bmhatkatha. Though he barco"ed the

dh ' e .s a house-hold WOld m Andhra
name and created a fictitious person. Yugan ara s nam J f h bl t . isters

hildr t'onh'masoneo t e a es mini "' ~
for an able minister. Even text books fore J en men 1 I
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ofAndhra though he neverexisted. Even historians do commit a mistake andmention him
as aministerof Kakateeyas. Such wasthe influenceof the greatdramatist VenkatrayaSastri.
He translated Sahityadarpana of Viswanath from Sanskri t to Te lugu . Sasrri is pupularly
called Abhinavo Mallinadhasuri ofTel ugu literatu re. /I e was a scholar ofboth Sanskrit and
Telugu literatures. He wrote a dram a on the ba ttle of Bobbi li and tran slated the dramas of
Kalidasa and Harsha. His knowledge was pro found. A fter 1900, eminent dramatists like
Tirupathi Venkata Kavulu, and the min poets, Balijepalli Laskhmikantha Kavi and Mutharaju

Subbarao Pantulu wrote popular dramas on the subjects picked up from the Puranas. Tirupathi
Venkata Kavulu converted the Mahabharata intodramatic form.

The ir dramas are pop ular even today. The Parsi Companies visited Andhra and their
influence was very great. Subj ects like Gulebakavali, Pasonbakavali, J ay anta Jayapala.

Chondrokantha were taken from Parsi dram as and composed in Telugu. Some Urdu dram as
like Alibaba and Forty Thieves and Jaffar Shah were also staged and even these Urdu
dramas were very popular. Then came the Swaraj Movement. Every effort in the country
was directed to achieve thenational independence and historical dramas were written. The
British Government was condemned under the garb of Muslim rulers. The ideals ofnation­
alism werepropagated and people wereexhorted to drive away the alien rulers. The result
was thatdramas like Rana Pratap,Rasaputra Vijayam, Durgadas. Shivaji were written and
staged frequently. TheGovernment banned thesedramas. Several social dramascondemn­
ing thesocial evils were also written. Storieswere taken from Marathi dramas. Murder of
Peshwa Narayanarao was staged and was popular. Kallakuri Narayanarao wrote Chintamani

condemning the evils of dancing girls and prostitutes, Varvikrayam condemning the sys­

tem of dowry, Madhuseva condemning the evil of drinking, and these dramas are popular
even today, There was the Home Rule Movement under the leadership of Annie Besant,
Gokhale and Arundale , Political dramas were written profusely but were immediately banned.
The Non-cooperation Movement created a stir in the country. There was the no-tax cam­
pa ign init iated in Andhra by Desabhakra Kanda Venkatappayya Pantulu, People could not
spare any time for arts. A:; such, excepting a few, no new dramas came to light between 1920
and 1945. Added to this, the commercial theatres were dissolved . You are well aware ofthe
fact that the people of Andhra are very emotional. Even the wom en and children plun ged

into the struggle for independence. People had no time either to write or stage or see a
drama. There was not much work done in Telugu literature from 1925 till 1947.

After the achievement of independence, people's attention was directed towards eco­
nomic upl ift of the country. The social injustice whic h was prevailing hitherto had to be
rectified. Some ofthe wri ters ofthe young gen eration led by Acharya Atre ya began to w-rite
plays depicting social inequalities. Competitions were held for play-writing. Though the

quality was not much, the quantity was great. Many plays were written on subjects like land
distribution, poor payment of wages, untouchability and inter-communal marri ages. Of these

authors. Acharya Atreya was a powerful wTiter. Two of his dramas deserve mention: Eenadu
about the communal riots after the partition and Non-gazetted Officer about low standard of
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living ofnon-gazerted officers. Among his otherplays Pragati onbanning of atomicweap­
onsand Vlswasanthi on universal peace alsodeserve mention. Another writer, Kondamudi
Gopalarayasanna wrote a few plays on the life of the Buddha and on the injustices of the

society. The bulk of wr iters translated dramas from the English language. Shaw, Ibsen,

Galsworthy, and Woodhouse were their favourites. Recent dramatic literature in Telugu
comprise mostly translations and not even adaptations. I believe that this is a deplorable
stateof affairs even though translation hasits ownvalue. Iappeal tothe youngergeneration
ofauthors to think independently and write original plays instead ofimitating or borrowing.
Then only there will be a vigo rous dri ve in literature.

Andhra Stage

Having dealt with the drama in Telugu literature, I would now like to make a survey of the
Telugu stage and theatre. During the period of Yakshaganas, which were meant only for the

common man. no stage was necessary. Make-shift stages were erected in street comers,
while sarees borrowed from the local washennen served as curtains. They have been appro­

priately termed as street pla ys. lIinerant troupes staged these dramas during festivals and

happy occasi ons like marri ages. The season started after the harvest. The village patel

collected contributions from thevillagersand a sumof ten rupees wasgiven 10 the party.
A small pandal of palmyra leaves of four square yards was erected and two-three tables

were fetched for making a platform which served as the stage. The drama stated at IOp.m.
and usually ended by 5 a.m. The washerman prepared torches using waste cloth and ginger

oil, which served as lights for the drama. The Sutradhara and his party who played the part

of choru s offered pr aye rs in the beginning. The orchestra included a pipe which was used

as a Drone bes ides Mridanga and Cymbals. The beating ofa drum indicated the coming of

the hero. The curtain wa s held. Incense powder was thrown on the flame of the torch kept
in front of the curtain. Costumes were elaborate resembling the present day Kathakali
costumes. The Crowns wereinsetwith grass mirror pieces.The make-up consisted ofyellow

powder and charcoal. Sh eep wool pasted with the help of the milk ofBanyan tree served for

moustache. For the character ofrishi, jute smeared with colour was used for beard. The
characters danced and sang along with thechorus waiving a wooden sword. They intro­
duced themselves to the audience. The Sutradhara who acted as the commentatorasked
each characterthepurpose ofhis orhercorning.Femaleroles were takenupbymale~ \\:ith
long natural hairs. Theirhead-dressing consisted of lac ornaments. Introupes consIsting
ofJakkulas, Yanadies and Gollas, the language was corrupt. In Kuchipudi dramas, there was
much of Sanskrit and these were meant for the cu ltured classes too. Practically there was

. . Andh I'll 1885 The roy. llies converted thenneither a permanent stage northeatre In ra I .
court halls into theatres for the occasion.

With the visit of the Dharwar troupe, great enthusiasm was created_for theatre. The
. did b u ht curtains along with them. ShowsDharwar troupe erected their own pan a an TO g
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wereheldtwice a week. Entrance wasby tickets, ranging from two annato one rupee. The
total collection was about two to three hundred rupees. Moving curtains first introduced
by the Dharwar party was a mysterious thing for the Telugu audience. Characters of gods
like Ganesa and Gowri were brought on to the stage and the leader ofthe chorus prostrated
before them and sought their blessings for the smooth completion ofthe drama. The Dharwar
troupe staged about thirty dramas and all ofthem were in Hindi. Putra Karneshti was very
popular. Though the language was not understood, people in large numbers went to see
these plays. Invariably, Chintamani Bhatlarplayed the hero's role and Haripanth that ofthe
heroine.Narayan Bhat impersonatedthe rishi while Bhimarao was the comedian. The Dharwar
pandal served as the first theatre ofthe Andhra. In the same pandal, the first Telugu dramas
were staged under the able guidance of Shri Kandukuri Veeresalingam Pantulu and Shri
Vaddadi Subbarayudu. Their troupe consisting of the literates of the town and students of
the local college was called Hindu Natakojj ivak Samaj. Both the authors were directors too
and their popular dramas were Vent Samharam and Harischandra. Shri Veeresalingam
Pantulu inaddition to Puranic dramas wrotesocial satires, flyavahara Dharma Bodhiniand
Brahrno Marriage, and got them staged in 1881. A Pandit called Kondubhotla
Subrahmanyasastry from Panchayappa College ofMadras wrote twelve dramas in prose for
the people of Guntoor town. Yugandhra Vijayam was his best. In 1885, a deputy collector,
Mudumbi Ramanujacharyulu wrote and staged Harishchandra under the banner of Bala
Tripura Sundari Company. In 1885, in Kakinada, a leading gentleman, Dinavahi
Hanumantharao got curtains painted, prepared rich costumes and started a troupe known
as Kakinada First Company.

The Dharwar Troupe laid the seeds oftheatre in every town ofAndhra. Officials cooper­
ated with the authors and took part in dramas. Among them Vizarusu Apparao, Valluri
Suryaprakasarao and Kanchi Anandarao were prominent. The Dharwar troupe broke up in
1885 after Shri Vaman Bhat Joshi was removed from the managership. Joshi organized his
own troupe with a band of Telugu actors and ventured to play both Telugu and Hindi
dramas. In 1889, Hindu Theatrical Company was set up at Rajahmundry. Immaneni
Hanurnantharao Naidu was the hero. Chilakamarthi Lakshmi Narasimham, one ofthe most
popular authors, was themanager.

The National Theatre was started at Masulipatam in 1885. From 1881 to 1900, several
troupes wereset up in every townof Andhra. Tiled theatre houses were built everywhere.
Curtains were painted. The Maharaja ofJeyapore started a theatre at Vizagapatam under the
banner ofJaganmitra Samaj. He was himselfa playwright and the conductor ofhis troupe.
Ananda Gajapathi Maharaj ofVizayanagar, a Sanskrit scholar, staged Sanskrit dramas with
the help ofpandits, himself impersonating the role ofDushyantha. At Bellary, the leading
lawyers organized three orfourdramatic troupes amongwhom Sarasavinodhini Sabha and
Sumanorama Sabha were veryprominent. Some peculiarcharacteristics of these theatres
were: (I) all the actors were from the cultured class ofthe society, (2) the authors took part
III the plays, (3) they were amateurs, (4) officials encouraged these troupes, (5) the cos-
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tumes etc. were on the lines ofDharwar troupe, an d (6) theatre going became a mania with

the people. These condi tions existed till 1900.

In 1900 , Poona Balwan tarno Company and Shangli Company visited Andhra. Balwantarao
Company w as respon sibl e for starting the Surabhi family theatres in Andhra . The Surabhi

peop le were M aharashtrians who migrated to Andhra and were practitioners of shadow

puppe try. They came to a village call ed Surabhi in Cuddapah Districl. The local Sub-Mag­

istrate en couraged them to give up puppet shows and take to drama. They were taught

good Telugu. Th e wives, daughters and daughters-in-law played female characters while

the husbands, brothe rs and sons-in-law took up the male characiers. For the first time in

190 I , lad ies were brought to the stage . Th ese Surabhi family theatres were touring troupes

and are existing even today. They ca rry their own pandaI and sett ings from place to place.

In 1902, th e Ba liwala Theatre vi sited Andhra . They had the latest equipment and big

lustre lights which were co nsidered to be a great change in lighting. Elaborate costumes

were used. Group dances were introduced. Harmonium was brought in and songs were
used profusely. Telugu dramas also cop ied these methods to some extent. The first Telugu

harmon ium player was Shri K. Sub barao of Maslipatam. The first Commercial Theatre in

And hra was started at Raj ahm undry by Shri D. Durayya in 1906. This theatre employed

actors on salarybasis andconducted it on comrnerciallines. One fact Iwould like to paine
out is that the Baliwala Company created interest in Andhra forHindi dramas. During this
peri od, hun dreds ofHind i and Urdu dramas were staged at Masu lipata m. The leading actor

was ShriEvani Lakshmanaswamy and apopularplay wasPeshwa Naroyanarooabout the
murder of Narayanarao. lie taugh t Hindi to the youth and sometimes extempore speeches

were delivered on the stage . They were very popular and it was a fashion to stage a lI indi

drama . Th e Muslims ofMasulipatarn staged Urdu dramas. Their popular plays were Matme

Jaffar. Alibaba. Allauddin, Inder Sabha and Gulebakavali.
At Raj ahmundry, the second commercial theatre , the Chintarnani Theatre, was started

with good investment from Messrs S. GuneswaraRao andNageshwararao. A pucca hall
was erected and the fa mous painter Ruma was brought from Bombay. This theatreenjol~~d
great popularity, employed many popul ar ac tors on salary baSIS.and continued ." 11 19__;

Ano ther commercial thea tre called Mylavararn Bala Bharathi Samajarnwas started ml91 6 a
Bezwada. Betw een 190 6 and 1914, many Parsi theatres visited Andhra; Ihese include
Jam khandi Company, Rippon Theatre, Dhadhabhai Tunthi Theatre, Survi ya Company,

Dhorabji and Shorabji Company, Kh atau Theatre and the theatre of Shorab Modi. The
Mylavaram Theatreborrowed thetechniquesof changingscenes fromParsi theatre. ParSI

. . h . trod ced Mylavararn Theatretunes were adopted in Telugu music. Electric hg ts were m ucec. , I'
. . , D di and Shakunrala. ) eda val I

was popular for its productions like Savitri, roupa I d h
. ' d Paru alii Subbarao playe t e

Su ryanara yana was the hero. Uppulun SanJeevarao an p . h
roles of heroines. Guraia Naidu , Addanki, Jonn.vithula, Dbaitha Gopalam an

h
d Gagga"Of

'J . ' H . rrasadarao."' 0 '1"'3$ one
were other favourite actors.Iforgot to mentionaboutShri an II 'as
• . f ' rse reading on the stage. e "-

tile famous actors of the past. He was the pioneer 0 \ e
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from Guntoor. Many actors were proud to imitate him. Along with him, Bal ijepalli brothers
were also favourites. KipalleHanumantharao was anotherwellknownheroine. TheGuntoor
theatres contributed much to our dramas. The Chintamani The atre, the Mylavararn Theatre
and the See taramanjaney Natak Samaj gave Telugu theatre a commercia lly successful foot­
ing. Before these commercial theatres came into being, there were small troupes in the
villages. Thebest actorsofthes e troupes were invited to thecommercialtheatres, with the
result that these small theatre groups faced a natural extin ction.Thus, whi le the commercial
theatres didsome good, these werealso responsible forthe extinction of amateurtheatres
andintroducing professionalism.However. soon many of these commercial theatres, bar­
ring those ran by actorsthemselves. were to die. Among those which survived. the Indian
Dramatic Company of Shri D.V. Subbarao enjoyed supreme popul arity.

Raghava Era
1921 saw the start of a golden era of acting in Telugu theatre. Rao Bahadur T. Raghavachary
was the Public Prosecutor of'B ellary, lie knew Engl ish, Telugu, Kannada, Hind i and Tamil
andstaged dramas inall these languages. He revolutionized theart ofacting. His gestures
were few. but effective; his silence was more eloquent than his speech; and his looks
pierced through the hard est of hearts. He was part icul arly effect ive in the p ortrayal of
conflict ofemotion s. He played the roles ofHaml et, Othell o and Sylock in English. In Telugu

his famous roles were father ofPrahlada, Pathan Rustam, Ramadcss and Chanakya. Shri P.V.
Rajam annar, the present Chairman of Sangeet Natak Akademi and the Chief Justice of
Madra s High Court, was a close friend of Shri Raghava and wrot e a Telugu social play,
Whose Mistake. specia lly for him. Raghava visite d England and won the appreciation of
Bernard Shaw. Tagore hailed him as the best actor in India. He brought a new era to the
Andhra stage. After he came on to the Telugu stage, musi c ceased to be the main feature of

drama. Many youths , including my humble self, were inspired by his pres ence, and I had
the good fortune of worki ng with him in about 20 to 30 plays. Again, amateur groups had
come in and educated people entered the stage. Th e Ramavilasa Sabh a was started al
Tena Ii. Dr G.V. Subbarao, T. Ch elapath irao, Madhavapeddi and the grea t Sthanam

Narasimharao weretheprominentmembers.Theirbestproductions were Prataparudriyam.
Kanya Sulkam andBobbili. Roshanarawas their masterpiece, SthanamNara simharao rose
to a new height in his role as Roshanara and stands unchallenged even today. He was
awarded Padma Shri recently by the Pre sident ofIndia.

There was a movement for Children's Theatre in 1920. Chi ldren 's theatres were organized
at Guntoor and Kaki nada, Boys were freely fed and educated . Two or three ofthese theatres

are worth men tion ing: Andhra Seva Sangham, Youngmen's Happy Club of Kakinada and
Bal Mitra Sabha of Guntoor. Their productions were excellent but the y suffered from iIl­
management. Exclusively ladies' theatres like Navala Natak Samaj were started and enjoyed
popularity. You know what their fa te would be if men managed them. The Indian Dramatic
CompanyofShri D.V.Subbarao, Raja Rajeshwari Naryarnandal i ofShri Suri Babu, Prabhat

Theatres ran by myself are the only profe ssional thea tres no w in Andhra, The Indian
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Dramatic Co mpany of Masul ipatam has a lmosl stopped function ing and the other two are

struggling for existence. Actors are into freelancing, thereby leaving no room for new
experiments. Added to this, all the theatres have beenconverted into cinemahouses. The
future of the professional theatre is verygloomy. No capitalist comes forward to invest in
theconstruction ofa theatre fordramas. There is noshortage of actors nor is thequality of
acting is lacking but the qua ntity is scatt ered. At this stage, the Andhra Natak Kala Parishad,

a centralorganization fortheatres, was started. II conducts annual drama competitions and
awards prizes but much has to be done on the creative side. The Andhra Univers ity is
blessed with a Registrar, Shri K.V. Gopalaswamy, who lakes keen interest in theatre. He

conducts inter-collegiate drama competitions and explores acting talent among students.
Some efforts are being made for the promotion of theatre in Andhra from all sides. The
Andhra Government exempted theatre from Entertainment Tax. The Dramatic Art Revival

Committee sponsored by the Government has prepared an exhaustive report but little ac­

tion has been taken on this.
Excl us ive theatres for dramas have to be built on modem lines by the local bodies with

contributions from Central government. Dramatics must becomea part of education and
mass culture. Degree coursesindramatics must be introduced inuniversities. Privateinsti­
tuti ons for teachin g dramatics must be encouraged by the State. Rural open-air theatres

must be builtat least incommunityprojectareas. Cooperative systemmustbeintroducedto

start professional theatres. We lack good books on theatre. These are not problems only for

Andhra bUI for the entire country, Lei us discuss under the banner of Sangeet Natak
Aka derni and work in a united manner for the revival of drama as a potent medium of culture

in India.
Some prominent and popular dramati stsof the Telugu stage are: KundukuriVeeresal ingam,

Dr. Krishnam achary, Vedam Venkata Raya Sastry, Gurajada Apparao, Vilijepal/i Kashmi

Kan tham, Vaddadi Subbbarayudu, Chilakamarth i Lakshrni Narasimham, Tirupathi Venkata
Kavulu, Kall akuri Narayanrao, and Kolchelam Srinivasarao. Some prominentactors are Ran

Bahadur T, Raghava,l/ari Prasadarao, Yedavalli Suryanarayana. Muppidi Jaggaraju, Kopalle

Hanumantharao, Munjuluri Kristnarao, Nellore Nagarajarao, Nellorc Dorals~·aml. P:
Ramachandra Redd y, Evani Lakshrnanaswamy, and some prominent troupes are Chintamam

Theatre, Mylavaram Balabharat i Samajam, Mothey Seetararna Anjneya Theatre, Ramavilas

Sabha, Hindu Theatre, and Sarasa Vinodini Sabha.

DISCUSSION

h hari h reated a cultured style of acting in
Kanakalingeswara Rao: Bellary Rag avac an as c . h d i 1930 The

Andhra and aller that commercial theatres began to decay. Th!S appene m ' .
. 'I h htra happened m Andhra also. There "assame circumstances which happened In Jl' a ants

no permanent professional company except twoorthree.



DISCUSSI ON

Sachtn Sengupta: Do you have any perm anent stage, theatreor a hall?

Kan akalingeswara Rao: Yes,we do have. There were twenty-five stages. And ofthese,
eleven were converted into cinemahouses. The professional theatres are of two kinds in
Andhra. One is the type of theatre which we arerunning. We stage shows here andthere.
Anoth er type which is still functioning as family units . The wife plays the heroine, the
husband the hero, the father-in-law the villain and so on. All character s are played by
members of the fami ly. Even the children ofthese fami lies are int roduced 10 the stage from
the age of five onwards. Thereare about half a dozen such families. They travel wi th the
sets andcurtains from village to village.

Sachin Sengupta: How they travel with their packed theatres?

Kanakallngeswara Roo: They carry the load on fouror five trucks.

Sachin Sengupta: Then they have got temporary stages.

Kanakalingeswara Raa: They go to a village and settle there for ab out twenty day s and
perform a newdrama eachnight. Inavillage. theirincomefromthese dramas willbebetween
five to six hundred rupees. So they stage fifteen or twenty dramas continuously and then
move 10 some other place. They have se t typ es of dramas. We can call them travell ing
theatres. The other type has fallen into the hands of contractors. There are advantages as
well as disadvantages of th is system . The actors are hired, they get only one hundred
rupees salary, are unable to maintain themselves andmany of themhave lost jobs in corn­
merciaI companies. After the advent of th is contract system, the ac tor is paid Rs 100 per
night. So me people get Rs 300/- per performance for the night and there will be at least ten
to twelve dramas in a month. Thus during a season the actors earn enough.

Arti stic quality of the professional the atre has thus su ffered and how to reconstruct the
professional theatre is a problem for us. On the otherhand, we have the amateur groups
which came into existence after 1930. We have a central organization for them which has
beenexisting for the last twentyfive years. Thereareaboutone hundred and twenty arna­
teur theatre groups in Andhra and the y stage abou t seventy new plays in a year. They
survive on subscriptions; about six competitions and festivals are conducted every year,
where prizes are awarded. The universityunion also holds a festival ofdrama in the month
of Decem ber as an inter-collegiatedrama competition. Thereis anexperimental theatre in
Andhra University.

Sachin Sengup ta: These dramasare written by whom?

Kanakalingeswarn Rao: By local Andhra teachers and others.

Sachin Sengupta: And not adapted from the European stage?

Kanakalingeswara Roo: Most of these are adaptations from foreign languages andwe­
have been warning against th is trend.

Sachin Sengupta: Are they listening?

Kanakaling eslt'oro Roo: Some are and some are not. We have six or seven permanent
halls. They are well equippe d and there is an agitation for the co nstruction of mo re halls by
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municipalities. Day-before-yesterday. Jreceiveda telegram fromtwomunicipalities to send
them plans for the construc tion of one open-air theatre and another closed theatre. These
municipa lities, hal f a dozen in number, have resolved to construct open-air theatres and
close~ theatres too. That is in progress now. We have also some private halls. Inmyplace.
there IS a hall called Youngmen Hindu Association Hall which is managed hy a trust. It is
equipped to some extent with curtains. settings and furniture. and the hall is rent out for
staging drama for Rs 40 per show. On the other side ofl he hall is an open space where we
have const ructed an open-air theatre which is given on rent for Rs 10 per show. So the
amateur movement is on the rise in Andhra, but our problem is how to reconstruct the
professional theatre. That is a prohlem which can be solved by experiments alone.

Mulk Raj Anand: Is there any school where acting classes are being held?

Kanakalingeswara Rao: There is no school where acting is taught. Jconducteda school
in 1939 only for a period ofabout three months. I got only sixstudents. The Governmentof
Andhra has constituted a committee to enquire into the revival of the stage.

A Delegate: In this connection, I would request the Seminar to prepare some plan for
open-a ir theatres.

Kanakalingeswara Rao: I do not know whether it is a right step. We do not wait for
good theatres. We go to villages. I have myself staged more than three to four hundred
dramas in villages. The average collectionin a villageis about Rs 1,000to Rs2,000per night
[applause]. The maximum collection cango upto Rs8,000. Tickets rangefromRe I to Rs 4
and tbe collections are very promising. The Central Government has granted Rs 50,000 to
three co lleges in Andhra to construct well-equipped theatres and Yellore is one of the
places selec ted. We are going to have one more. That is a relieving feature

J have already told you about the translation. There is too much of that from Western
stage. Now I want to tell my friend, Mr Balraj Salmi something about~ur cinema aCI~rs .

Most of the cinema actors in Teluguarc from the stage.There areat least SIX actorswhogrve
Rs 500 towards prizes to be given to the best theatre group. Thus we get Rs 3,000 from
cinema actors. From cinema houses we get about Rs 3,000. Comedians give Rs 500 each10

be awarded to the best Comedian from stage. So the cinema actors havesomething to spare
from their income for the promotion of theatre in Andhra [applause]. They alsocomeand
stay sometimes with us. Secondly, many oftb e actors whoworked in comm~rc ia l the~tres

are now begging on the streets. There wasan agitationto create a trust~nd grve donations
to these poor actors. J would also request this seminar to take a note of n andcreatea trust
on an All- India basis for helping poor actors. Some donations are given to authors ~y our
Education Department but for the actors we should createa trUS~ and see thatsomething, at
least say, Rs20 per month is given to a poor actor.I cannot convincemy Government or the
Centre. I have sent so many applications to the Centre. Howe"cr,] amhappy totellyou that

thb ' .' th Rs 15each I h" 'ealso startedI have been helping these actorsevery man Ygrvmg em . . . . b
. . ld i h bo t Rs I 500 Thecompelitlon IS to ea Golden Shield competition. This shie IS wort au, . . .

t: • I tr upe is allowed to takepart In Itconducted among amateur troupes and no prolesslOna 0 . . . (he
] have also instituted a prize orRs 1,000, theMadrasGoldenJubileepnz;, to begllvec~~~ of

S J believe that we protessiona abest drama production among college reams, 0
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Andhra are doing something for the promotion of amateur theatres. Such shall be the
attitude of all professionalactorsof the stage. I wish to requesttheprofessional actorsand
actressesto spare at least 5 percentof their income forthe promotionofthe amateur stage,
because we benefit from the experimentsthe amateurs stage carries out. We professional
stage and cinema actorsmust do something for the promotion of amateur theatre. When­
ever an amateur theatre comes to me, I give somethingto help them.

Another point is that the drama which wins the first prize may not be staged on a
commercial basis. It maynotbe commerciallysuccessful. But the resultsof the experiment
may be exploited by the professional theatre.

Adya Rangacharya: Was the Kanniah drama successful?

Kanakalingeswara Roo: Itwas successful from 1920 to 1928. It was no doubta commer­
cial success.

Adya Ranchacharya: In our languagealso it was successful.

KanakalingeswaraRao: Professional theatres arenot very happy. Thereareonly two or
three professional theatres.

Ahindra Choudhuri: Wbo are happy then? Are the amateurs happy?

KanakalingeswaraRao: To some extent they are very happy. The professional theatre
is to be reconstructed. My request to the Seminaris thatbefore constructingnew halls, we
should take a survey of the existing theatres in India and renovate them with a grant of
Rs 10,000 each. Instead ofconstructing a theatre at the Centre at a cost ofRs 5,00,000, you
canrenovate existingtheatres. Wearesurethatthisway therewill be at least five good halls
at our disposal at a cost of Rs one lakh.

Mulk Raj Anand: I would like to hear something from Kanakalingeswara Rao about
professional acting.

Kanakalingeswara Rao: I have seen Marathi stage. I do not profess to have seen all the
Hindi and Tamil dramas staged.

Mulk Raj Anand: This is a very important question. These reports are more or less
factual. In my opinion, definite standards have been set by Bengal professional actors, and
in theirterms, we can measure the calibreofeach professional stage in India.

Kanakalingeswara Rao: The question of comparison cannot be answered. WhatI can
do at the most is to compare with European countries as they are not here.

K. Narain Kale: Whattype is it? Is it naturalistic?

Kanakalingeswara Rao: Natural style of acting is very high with the amateurs. In the
professionalstage, we have to see thatwe satisfy the audience. Music plays a predominant
part in Telugu drama.

Mulk Raj Anand: Have there been some translations into Telugu ofdramas from other
languages?
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Kanakalingeswara Rao: Marathi dramas have been translated. Yakshpallas and other
dramas have been translated. They were played between 1920 and 1930. The man whn
impersonated Dushyanta has died and no one can take up that role. In spite of my best
attempts, I had doubts about the actor doing full justice to Shakuntala and so I left it. Every
actorhas certain standard for his role.

Its popularity is so much that every temple has amassed at least a lakh of rupees now.
This is due to Kuchipudi dramas that are attracting huge gatherings in every temple. They
charge rupees twenty or so. The temple authorities have, therefore, refused to invite these
shows. For the revival of these dramas, it is necessary to encourage them.

Sachin Sengupta: Suppose ifDina Pathak goes to Andhra to give performance ofBhavai.

Ahindra Choudhuri: Then she will get only Rs 20. For puppet show, they pay only
Rs20.

Dina Pathak: What do they do with all that fund? Why cannot they make use of it?

Kanakalingeswara Rao: It hasbecomeanimpossibility fora professional theatre tobe
runby a producer. But becauseI amanactor-producer and alsoa hero-producer, I may be
able to conduct such a theatre.

Mulk Raj Anand: Throughout the discussion on language papers, ignorance ofmost of
us about these regions is patent. Thiscanbe removed if an annual festival could beheld
where delegates of this Seminar and some other people could be invited and they could
stay there for a week and exchange ideas. This will incidentally save us the expenses of
going to distant places all over the country. Such exchanges should be encouraged and got

about if possible.

Kanakalingeswara Rao: On every seventeenth day of the month, a festival is held

there.

Dina Pathak: If an artists' special train could go round the whole of India, then the

people would know exactly what the artists are after.

Kanakalingeswara Rao: I would like the Akademi to sent at least ten delegates to see

what is going on in al1parts of the country.

Mulk Raj Anand: It is a very good suggestion but not al1 things are changing. I went
once before and my expenses ran to Rs 3,000. I do not know how it happened. I think we
should give serious thought to this sort of exchange of ideas by the gathenngof all lan-

. . J Ad t th ght should be given to the
guage groupsat one place In anannual festiva . equa e ou
time and place where the festival is going to be held. It should be held every five years.




