
Bhavai: The Gujarati Folk Drama
DI NA PATHAK

I am a practical participant in the creative field of dramaticactivity. and hence I could
hardly claim to be an expert theoretician of the problems that mould and develop the

processes ofthis wonderful mysterious activityofhu rnan life. The theoretical pursuit will
needas muchlabourand concentrationashasbeenfoundnecessaryinwielding thehuman
form. mindandheart. whichactually is thematerialused forthis particularcreative process.
Theory and practice both, of course, are equally important and closely related.

This creative activity has been, since ages. giving equal satisfaction to the one who
creates and to those forwhomand out ofwhose varied and complex existencethiscreation
takes place. As an actress. I have always experienced an incessant and growing need for
thatclearascrystal mind, which is everready to transparently project everylittle tremorof
emotion ora wave ofintellect as thevarious dramatic roles demand. This needforthought,
deeper, rich er and cleaner thought , has always been felt acutely. Without this, one feels lost
in the limelight ofthis wo rld ofmagic , the theatre world.

The lifelon g practical experience ofan art ist and the accumulated knowledge oflife by
him would all be lying idle if he has no capacity for this throbbing, pulsating thought­
process, everliving and everactive, whichcanmakehimsolve problems, paving hisway to
precision andclaritywhichis vitalforthis artofacting . Now,once he is equippedwiththis
thread of thought, it has necessarily to be consistent. Here comes the essential need of
having a link with the past.

It has been said by the grea t, so truly, that 'culture creates culture '; there has to be a
foundation on which one can confidently construct. And for this, groping in the darkness
will not help , one has to go by the torches lighted by the many who have gone before. Some
may mislead , but even that is worth while as it would expose a wron g path to all.

There have been serious formulations about the origin and the importance of various
folk forms of human recreati on. How song, dan ce and dram a have played a vital role in the
life ofourpeople, hasbeena most popular subject formanylearned representativesofthe
several cultura lly-awakened regions. So it would be rather impudent on my humble part to
think that I hav e anything new to add to the already trodden course.

I accepted the invitation to enter this arena of intellectual expression only because of
one deepurge, anurge to share withyou all, art lovers,a verystrange sense of satisfaction
I experienced at one of the most powerful performances of our Bhavai, the popular folk­
drama of Gujarat. To this extent, I am afraid, I wi ll be forced by my love for this form to be
subjective, but I am sure you will be kind enough to tolerate.
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My purpose today is to introduce and elaborate on this form to the best of my capacity,
to tryand give an ideaof the vivid existence of this form in ourprovince, and also to put
forward the immediate problems involved, so that the discussion on them could create a
closer understanding ofthis cultural form of Guja rat.

I must clearly state in the very beginning that the facts wh ich J put forward cannot be
said to be based on systematically worked out historical data. There coul d be man y opin­
ions in favour as well as againstBhavai. Its importance is nowadays questioned in literary
and theatre circles. ButIpin my faithon my own reaction afterwitnessing many perform.
ances in remote villages , and to the two available printed texts. Bhavai Sangraha and
Bhavalno Bhomio, by Sbri Ramoarayan Pathak, Shri Jayshanker Bhojak, Shri Rashiklal
Parikh and Shri Ramanlal Desai, and also to the valuable work done by my friend, Smt Sudha

Desai for her Thesis.
[was told that the vulgarity ofthis 'erode ' and 'low' form was abominable and now all

that was good was completely drowned in the mire of dirt ; but even then the undying
search forthe roots was inspired in many ofus by the Bhavai performance. It appears to be
an old form, but permeated with the banyan-tree strengt h whi ch we associate with ancient
existence. At its ebbing period, it seems to be giving outa certain protective and inspiring
glow which we associate with the Olympian Torch. The cosy warmth oflife and its expres­
sion, which those village players exhibited, showe d a confident and constant tradition
behind the now apparently ' erode ' state of affa irs.

InGujarat, as inotherprovinces too. Ithink,the folk drarna is becoming extinct,butstill
the literary interest is not altoge ther lost. Litterateurs have talked at length about the value
ofpoetry in the original texis of Bhavai. Many have admired the spirit of socia l satire and

understandin g of social conditions portrayed in the series of Bhavai playlets. Some see
Bhavai as representing the new synthesis of social change and religious rapprochement
after Kabir and Nanak. Many have recognized the interesting importa nce o f the typical
dance technique which accompanies the stylized acting used in Bhavai. The music, the
make-up, the costume-all attract attention, and research on all these, I am sure, would
prove interesting and usefu l if systematica lly taken up.

Today, it is undoubtedly ina deteriorated stage. There is a ridiculous mis-pronouncement
of words which makes thetexts meaningless inseveral places. One instance is oftenquoted.
There is a character ofa fakir who speaks a couplet in one of the famous playlets thus:

ift~ ww
,:)' ~

ift Vi'f, ~ w fipjf I

Theoriginal textis:

m "iF1 q" iftiim t """
iTt mf "iF1 rt<r~ t filrff I

Along with this, the ac ting has also been tortured out of shape . Thi s pious fakir these
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days makes ridiculous gestures, wears sense less costumes and makes people laugh by
hook or by crook.

This is the stage where this once rich form has been driven to. I think. because of
negligence and poverty more than any other reasons. It is also said that the puritanic
reform ist movementat the end ofthe nineteenthcenturysigned a deathwarrant forthe arts
ingeneral. Any way, this deep-rooted popular form ofhuman entertainment seems to have
survived many a hard times . The bruises are bound to be obvious. The language is the
worst hit. The mixture in the texts of words from Gujarati, Hindi, Brijbhasha and Marwari
shows this.

The Bhavai wa s once capable ofwinni ng goldenj anoi (holy thread which the Brahmins
wear on their bodies) as gift for each of the three troupes of performers wbo visited the
Peshwas of Poona. For the rich poetryin theBhavai. itsorganizerswonministerial posts in
the State. For the dance in the Bhavai, performers areheard of winning whole villages as
gifts. Several Bhavai troupes were maintained by the States in Gujarat. The Bhojak commu­
nity has produ ced great singers of the difficult Dhrupad, Khayal and Thumri styles of
music. The Bhavnagar State gave facilities to one exponent 10 write a volume of music
called Sangeet Kalodhor. Only the essential artistic qualities could have given these re­
sults and shown it as a potential crea tive treasure.

The Bhavai is a series of playlet s which presents separate themes conveyed through
acting. dance and song (music and words}.Its instrumentalaccompanimentand production
needs arekept to the mostnecessaryminimum. The Bhavai is an open-air formof dramatic
performance, presented at the chowk (cross-roads) or the outskirts ofa villageneara river
bankor a well or a temple. A small circular space of about tenfeet radius is systematically
drawnwithpieces of brick by two ofthe actors afterremoving the dust. This area is called
the paudh. This is their sacred stage where a chorus of musicians sings the devotional
songs in pra ise of Goddess Amba to whom this art form is dedicated.

There are 360 Bhavai playlets (vesh as they are called) in our existing knowledge. Unfor­
tunately, there arenot enough published collections or productions. These literarypieces
ha ve bee" learn t by heart by expert actor communities called Naiks and Targalas. They
seem to have valued their learning, and hence they have preserved thousands of poems,
songs and couplets. stories and anecdotes, music and dances, all by their extraordinary
capacity to memorise. Most of them hardlyknow how to readorwrite. The ragas and talas
used in the Bhavai are typical and very intricate. Hence, the musicians have to be special­
ists and experts.

What impressed me most was the essential importance ofthe maindrama whichis most
consciously maintained by thes e rhythm players. In Bhava i. one finds every thing subordi­
nated to the main idea of acting a part. Every thing is used to help and project this predomi­
nant purpose, which is neglected even in some of the modem efforts. It appears as if they
have truly and faithfully imbibed the most importantdirectives of ourancient treatise, the
Natyashastra, in which the predominance of the art of obhinaya and a deep and full under-
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standing and knowledge of bhava and rasa is constantly st ressed. This co uld prove to be

the source of the original richness and strength behind this indi genous folk form.
The Bhavai actors. while creating their whole. rounded and robustly live characters,

which are a \;t 31 need in a vesh, depend on their superb control of the ang ik and vachik ­
obhinaya and even the aharya is strictly used in its true sense of aiding the creation of
these characters. Whether evil orgood, the character pulsates with life, as its basic values
are easily recognizable and made appealing by carrying efficiently th e vari ous bhavas and
rasas to the sahridaya prekshaka . Even their originator, Asaita Thaker, in his definition
refers to the Bhavai as Bhavanam, i.e., to play with hhava.

These characters are played by extraordinary performers. The fam ous parts of Zhanda
and Batau are played hy some families for generations. The father teaches the son and so

on.The girls of these actorcommunitiesareprohibited fromentering this profession. though
they possess lovely singing voices and talent.

The tradition oftheatre in Gujarat is stated to be nearly 600 years old. The stories about

theoriginof the castes, who are in existenceand whodo follow this professionof entertain­
mentas their means of livelihood, are either legendary ora few with some historical data.
They are interestingnevertheless.

The Targala caste is said to have originated from Audiehya, Shrimali and Vyas Brahmins.

They are well-known for their inherited artistic talent, specially mimicry, music. dancing.
acting, art ofl eaming to speak languages and dialects with correct accents. Theircapacity
to memorise andexpress in extempore repartee is amazing. They arealso verygood story­
tellers and katha-singers.

The prevalent story about their origin is dramatic and is as follows: in the reign of
Allauddin Khi lji, a captain named Jahanroz attac ked Delhi and Kanauj and came over to

Gujarat. At a villag e named Unzha, near Sidhpur in north Gujarat, there lived a peasant

named Hemala Patel whose daughter Ganga was very beautifu1.Iler fame attracted Jahanroz

to camp at Unzha and get Ganga arrested. In Sidhpur lived a poe t, singer and orator named

Asaita Thaker. His father Rajaram was a popular katha-singer. Asaita al so was a popular

romantic figure . Hemala Patel being his student, Asaita came to know ofGanga 's fate . So he

went to Unzha and pleased the capta in by his art and, stating that Ganga was his daughter,

he asked for her release. The captain cunningly called for a test by asking Brahmin Asaita

10eat in the same plate with Ganga who Wasa Patel (a peasant girl). This was unheard ofin

those days but As aita , good and benevolent friend and a staunch fighter for j us tice that he

was. bravely took a split-second decision. This madehim an outcaste, banishedfrom the
Audichya caste, from his family and from his home town, Sidhpur. By eating with Ganga, he
gave up everyth ing only for freein g Ganga.

The immediate results were only as expected. Asaita had to face all the social slander.
' Roti-Beti' relations withhimwereprohibited. He was lefta lone man. He came to Unzha
with his three sons, Madan Tha, Naran Tha , Jay Tha . The rich peasant Hemala gave them

three housesandsome land, and" rote down for them the service andsupport of his own
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casteof Kadwa Patidarpeasants forsome generations. Thus, thedescendants ofAsaita are
still serv ed and supported by this caste of peasants.

Asaita started a new profession. He " Tote 360 playlets and got them perfonned with the
helpof his sons on importantreligious and social occasions. They becameverypopularas
people loved their zest for life. Womensang their songs whichareheard eventoday.Asaita
thus started a new comm unity which boldly followed Brahm in religion in a liberal sort of
way.

ThenameTargala orTran Gharwala meantthose whohad three homes, but profession­
ally they are called Bhavaia Naiks,whichmeans Sutradhara, thedirectorororganiser of a
dramatroupe. Some say 'Targala'means three castes of Brahmins who wereall out-castes,
and hence got-togetherfor the marriages of their children. There was such a communityof
Bhojaks who came from Patan and were originally Shrimali Brahmins, but took to Jain
religion. Bhojaks had marriages with Naiks butpracticed Jainism and maintained separate
cultural identity in dress and custom. The womenaccepted the religion of their husbands.
A Bhojak child never acted in Bhavai, but they sang during Pujas and taught Jainism. Vyas
Brahmins ofKatiawad andMalwa alsojoined. Hence the Targala families are not morethan
six thousand in all o f north Guj arat, and the Bhojak families are about 250 only.

The Na iks con tinued the profession of Bhavai. They have designated villages to differ­
ent Bhavai troupes which are called tolan (floc ks) . According to custom, there should not
bemorethan20 and less than9 persons ina group. Thereare usually 12 to 15 players inone
group. They tour from village to village for eigh t month s in a year. The villages levy a
special charge formaintainingthem,which is usually fourto eight annasperhouse. Meals
consisting of a quarter seer each of ghee andgurper head are given to thegroup by turns.
The oil in the kuppi (a spec ial vessel) for the torches at night show is to be provided by a
vill age Ghanchi (oil dealer); the Kumbhar (potter) provides the pots for water. Their arrival
is a festival for the village. A katha is narrat ed in the afternoon by the players and kusamba­
supari (opium etc.) is exchanged and introductions take place here. The haJardun (birth­
song or lullaby) and the marri age-song at several houses bring gifts for players . For this
period of eight mon ths, the whole group is expected to observe celibacy and hence the
activity gets a strong religious colour. Onthesecond dayofJyeshta. whichis Asait's death
anniversary, the y close down and go to their villages, where for four months they till their

land. The form ation of the group is as follows:
I. Naik (the chief) is the licence holder for several villages. He forms the group by invita­

tions. He takes 2~ share of the net income.
2 Veshgor or Veshacharya (three main male parts: hero , side-hero, sub-hero). They get

respectively 2'lS:, 2!I.and 2 shares.
3. Kanchaliyo (three main female parts: heroine, side-heroine, sub-heroine). They also get

as above.
4. Mashkaro, vidushak orrangalo. He gets 2YS shares.
5. Instrument players.
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6. A cook and a kamgaro (labourersj and other associates who often serve as reserve substitutes.
Among the instrumentplayers, the most important arethe two Bhungal players, a wind

instrum ent with the shape ofa long- stemmed trumpet and a sound like a bugle. This instru­

ment has got a peculiarsweetness and a haunting note of its own. Its peculiarity is that it
clearly and constantly keeps on registering tala (a definite rhythm) along with the svara (the

note). The player need a good deal of practice and strong lung-power and physical stamina.

On the night of the Bhavai show.the village comes to know about it by the haunting ca ll of

this instrument. It inspiresvalour in theplayers andalso instructs them aboutthe startand
the end of songs and acts as an on-the-spot editor of the script. It also serves as the
nepashva calling bell for theartists who have gone to change forthe next scene orcharac­
ter. These staccato notes are fixed and very familiarto every actor.Then there are the two
Tabla players or Narghan players as they are called in Bhavai. They help the dancer with

vario us dramatic rhythm s with loud open-palm playing, inspi ring valour and enthus iasm in

the players. They generally use Ada and Dyodha talas, which make the Bha vai talas intri­

cateand different. Formerly Pakhwaj was used. There arcsaid to be seven man orspecial
tala combinations as follows:

<iI5 "Ttl JI'liff 1Pl'F (/i'F{ IiFr -n, fiR -n*),
"3i'l1i'fI = 37m~,

-JIo'lF1,
qmft = 'f<'m.
'iFf, •.,

wuV 'II'f (fiFi 'IT'l' !iF( W, fir-m;; IiFr or),
~ /imfr l

OUIof these, ulalo is used in zhanda and dodhiyo pism is very difficult to sing with. In
these mans, there are accents on the first, the fourth and the sixth beats. Among other
instrum entalists, there are two Kanshi Joda players (big bras s Manj iras) wh ich also needs

experts in rhythm. Formerly in its best days, the Sarangi was another predominant instru­
ment, but now harmonium has taken itsplace.

Usually, the singing voices ofBhavai are peculiarly high-pitched. Instruments and voices

both are set at pancham and dhaivat. But the pronunciation and bhava conveyed by the

words insongs are extraordinarily precise and full of artistic appeal. The ragas are chosen
mostly according to the timeas our classical music demands. The predominantragas are:
Mand, Paraj, Desh, Sorath, Sarang, Sarneri, Sohni, Purvi, Prabhat, Ramk eli, Bilawal, Kaling da,

Asavari , and Maru. Other form s used are Bhaj an, Gbazal , Garba, Garb i, Ras, Duha, Dohra,
Sakh i, Soratha, Chhappa, Chhand, Rekhta etc ., aU·of which are fonns used in pop ular music.

Th e dance also is an essential part of thi s performing style. There is more of song and

dance than prose dialogue in most of the playlet s. Even the dialogue sometimes follows a

rhythm. The dance is strikingly used as a means of dramatic accentuation of the main
characterization. Even though there is little variety in dance steps. the dance conveys
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meaning by changing rhythmic speed, grace and turns to express valour, expectancy. intri ­
cacy etc.This is a novel USe ofdancefordrama.The samestepcan showyouaking,a fakir
or a shepherd, just by little chan ges in ste ps and turns, speed and grac e. Usually, there is

intricate rhythmic footworkandcircularspiral movements. Thereis aslightsimilaritywith
Kathak dan ce sty le, but this is more dynam ic because of being closely connected with

dramatic meaning.The typical Gujarati Garaba-garabi are used in two playlets Patal Raval
and Kan Gopi. In one, the Goddess Amba dances in Navaratri festival. The use offlowing

ghaghras and angarkhas make the show picturesque. There are also a few graceful hand
gestures, mostly of the palm and fingers.

Thecostumeaids in making thedancer look verypretty, especially the odhoni covering
the head. This is often used delightfully to give lovely, mean ingful framing to the expressive

faces ofthe artists. Th is ghzmghat-pat(veil) is charmi ngly used. I sti ll remember my embar­

rassment when one player enumerated the various styles and ways of ghunghal holding
practised by women in Gujara t, by which they could coyly see the ir loved one, in spite of all

social restrictions and barriers. He made everyone laugh by reflecting different castes by
exquisitely precise and imaginative performance, He walked round in circles and every
circle showed a different caste. A woman could hardly do this herse lf. The resourcefuln ess

of these actors is remarkable. These troupes areusually not too well off tinanciaHy. For­
merly, the costly offerings to the deity Amba by the princes used to go the Bhava i troupes ,
butnow they have hardly any material to decorate themselves. Their "king ' now has only

one flowing peshwaj orangarkha and a head-wear, and his dance shows his kingly bear­
ing. But theirtruedecoration is their internal art, their talent. So the external devices are
minimum and symbolic, just enoughto inspire the imagination of the artist as well as the
naive spectator. A littl e twis t of the pag adi or a tilt of the topi , and the peasant becomes a

peddler, ora shepherdbecomesa soldier withtheturn of thestick; sometimeswithachange
in the placing of the khes (a shawl pie ce) a trader is turn ed into a goldsmith, a slight chan ge

in the wearing or even the holding of a dhoti makes a washerman , a tailor. It is sheer
abhinaya (ac ting)--like standing, sitt ing, wa lking, talking etc.- which conveys cartloads
of meaning and makes people double up with laughter ofrecognition and appreciationor
opentheirmouths in awe. as the theme demands in suspense or satire. These salesmanof
showmanship are sharp and smart. They carry their own costumes in a bundle which is
called bachko. and portrays the prevalent con dition ofthe artist, The head-wear of the Naik
is typ ical and is called baui, a sort of combinatio n of Maratha and Gujarat i pagadi.

The indigenous artists utilize everylittle aid to crea te anartistry whichbecomes memo­
rab le. They say tha t on the ir tongues sits Goddess Saraswati and on the ir faces, the God­

dess Shakti.
Their make-up material consists ofa little kumkwn, kajal and khadi (red, black and whit e)

and the oil from the sacred lamp lighted in the parsala, or their dressing room. This lamp is
ligh ted before the show and is kept on till the next morning when, afte r the show, the main

female character take offthe ghungru (bells) from her feet after a Mujra to the Deity, who se
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seat is established by symbo lic signs of trishul and kumkum dots on the wall. Two devo­
tional songs are sung here. The lamp is put on a stand made of'two bricks. This oil is applied
on the face to make itshine when it gets lighted up by little cloth torc hes called kakda , used
beautifully along with the dance by the female characters. Thi s light ing arrangement is also
wonderful. The torches drenched in castoroil, one big andseveral small ones, are held in
hand by the perfo rmers . With little dots and dashes they create unforgettable characters .
Theclownaloneuses whitemake-up. Theirobservations of life being acute,they utilize the
most obvious to a great advantage and their spectators are never left guessing for long. A
memorable make-up creation of wagharan (\Vaghari woman)who sells datavans (tooth­
brushes) still haunts my memory. He was famous forthis and none could recognize him. His
narne was Ratilal Durlabhjee Naik. Alas , he is no more, as he fell victim to poverty and hence
to that horrid disease of tubercu los is whic h takes such a heavy toll in our land of beauty!

The Bhavai performance is anall-night session andcontinues for three nights. orsome­
times four. Usually, they start the show at nine o'clock at night , when the vi llagers can come

conveniently aftermeals, ready to roll in laughter from this good-humoured entertainment
which takes all the fatigue away from these working peop le and prepa res them for the ir

next day's work. Till tenor.eleven next morning. i.e.• till the sun does not interfere, their
popularplayers religiously continue this non-stop show.

They sing a garabi or a devotional song at the place where they are statio ned, which is
usually very near the paudh, so that it is used as the dressing room as we ll. Usually, a temple

or a mukhi's or a potter's house is selected. Sometimes, even a shed or a bam is good
enough. Veryoftenone sees a coupleof cots laiddownwhere the tired artists restaftertheir
act,awaitingthe next one whichmightcome after hours. The artists take restby turns. Most
of them are all-rounders who can sing. dance, act and play instruments. So the strain is
equally shared . The clown, especially, has to know everything to perfection.

After reaching the paudh. they sing seven more devotional songs to the deity before
start ing the actual performance. By this time the aud ience settl es down. Then the Bhavai
starts with the vesh of Ganapati. The presentation of this character is done very symboli­
cally : a sort ofa sma ll curtain-piece is held up by two musicians, almos t as in Kathakali, only

thecloth piece is notdecorative butmerely apitamba. ThecharacterofGanapati hides his
face behind a brass plate, and holding it thus by his own right hand he dances. When the
face is disclosed, it is lighted by a sma ll torch and thus the vesh ends. It appears to be
merely a ritua l tho ugh the songs are good.

In most of these plays, there are characters-the hero, the heroine and the clown; and
unl ike the stage, all the characters do not have to ente r the paudh. The mus icians get up to
continue thedialogue withthe three maincharacters.

I wou ld not be doing this form justice if! left out the vesh of Zhanda Zhulan, which left
a very deep impression on me. There in a remote village of Virata, under the starlit sky,
burned a big torch quenching its thirst by the periodically poured cas tor oi l on its flamb oy­
ant flame. The han d that held this torch be longed to one in fron t of whom, they said, eve n



BHAVAI: THE GUJARATI FOLK DRAMA 59

the kings had to bend their heads. He is the barber ofthe village, who alone holds this holy

and proud privilege to place himself inside the paudh durin g this truly popular performance.
Near him is the kuppi (an artis tica lly shaped ve ssel ) which holds the collected castor oil to

last through the night .

The torch is read y to light up the small magic world which will be created for the pleasure
of the villag e folk gathered in the cireular auditorium, who alone are the honoured guests.

Little children have usurped the places near the circumference and the air is thick with
excitement. On one side, usually a little away butchoosing a higherplace at theback, are
women. The auditorium is soon full to capacityand the crowdreadyfor the long session.

The loud tones of the Bhungal pierce the darkness and more or less pave a passage
through the crowd for the entrance of the characters. These entrances in the Bhavai are
breath-takingly thrilling. The musicians create an atmosphere of ecstasy, and as the last
alap trail s its way throu gh the passage, the staecato notes of the Bhungal jump along

accompanying up to the end of passage, and there appears two tiny lights moving in
graceful mo vement and dancing to the tense rhythm as if choreographed by an unknown

unseen hand. The lights come closer and the uns een is seen slowly yet clearly. Those lights

certainly have a purpose; they light up a face out of the darkness. a women'sexpressive
face, full of coyness and coquetry. The woman dances her way to the paudh and then the

big torch graeefully introduces her to the entranced spectators. Little lights keep on danc­

ing sometimesshowing her singingface andsometimes herdancing figure. That facehasto
be remembered ; it belongs to the famous character oflhe Bhavai, Tej Sethani, the beaut iful

wi fe o f a foo lish, miserl y and cowardly old Bania. She sings of her misery and her growing
youthful love for the romantically handsome and dign ified thanedar of Unzha who is a

Muslim of pious disposition, Zhanda Zhulan.
His entrance into thepaudh from the dressing room is anotherpiece of masterlyart. He

appears on the scene in the distance accompanied by his two servants holding torches.
Theway Zhanda uses his costumeto makea dancing regal appearance is mostimpressive.
His costume is picturesqueyeta strange combination of a fakir anda prince. His head-wear
is very decorative and all this gives him a romantic appearance. Above all, the actor who
plays Zhanda has to beextremelywell-versedinsong, danceand acting. He canuse every­
thing to perfection. His entrance dance is breath-taking. The loud music and quickly chang­

ing rhythm and tempo build up a fanfare ann ouncement of his arrival.
Then the wom an, Teja, with her little torches dancing a wild dance of j oy, rushes up to

himas if to receive him therein thepassage. Thechoreographybuilds upthe suspense,and
their attraction for each other and a strange hesitation is wonderfully portrayed by mere
entrances and exits, meeting andcrossing, sometimes slow. sometimes wildly fast.Andall
this with a perfectl y harm onious lighting arrangement, worked out through choreography
by the four characters handling torches, while acting andsinging. Even the word in this
vesh arc poetic and powerful.andcreate a vision of the vesh.

Thi s is one of the best veshes and exce llent performers have played these parts . The
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love- affair later rakes a social tum, and there is a very unexpected and interesting end.
There are words full of subtle social satire which enlighten people. Of course, the vidushak
or rangalo (the clown) plays 10 the gallery; he is a very popular characte r and helps in

keeping the link by acting as a chronicler.
Mostofsuch veshes ofBhavai depictsocial conditions in theirbare form,andalso have

morals strewn all over them. The available major playlets could be divided into three

categories:
a) Social: Juthan (with acornic character of a subedar named Zuzar Khan who pretends to

be foolish), Chhel Batau (based on another Hindu-Muslim love affa ir), Mian Bibi, Mian

Brahm ani, Kansara, Zhanda Zhulan, Bhaktani and Sadhu Canzaro. Lalj i Maniar;

Bajanio, Saranio, Doni, Kunjada, Kabo, Dhed. Bawa. Purabio, Wagharan, Lalwadi

ane Phoolwadi (two magicians showing magic tricks in duet), Kerbo (a performance of
acrobatic and jugglery), Mundo (Nanakshahiv; Pawat. Kaj ado etc,

b) Mythological: Ganapati, Mohadev Parvati, Kan Gopi, Ram Lakshman, Tadaka, vamon
Bali. Kallka, Becharoji etc. Strangely, though this is being accepted as a religious ritual,
there are veryfew religious themes in theBhavai repertoire.

c) Historical: Viko Sisodio, Sadhra Jesang, Jasma Odan. Shuro Rathod, Dodia (Rajput),
Raja Degam, Sura Sham/ano Vesh, Patai, Rawal, Ramdevno Swango
Among all these, Ramdev written by Asaita is the most anc ient. It alone can last for three

and a half days and only the experts know it all by heart, It is said that this vesh contains the
story of the Earth from its birth to death. One interesting thing found in these texts is an
entertaining and enlighteningdialogue form calledsamasya , something similarto riddles.
The village folk appreciatethem very much. After Asaita, there are references to SOme more
poets also,like Kavi Gata, Gang, Madan, Pingal etc.

Many of these roaming actors later joined the newly-started Parsi-Gujarati-Urdu profes­
sional drama companies and went to the cities. Bhojak and Naik kids took to proscenium
theatre. They sang, danced and acted female pans there, and since then the Bhavai was
considered belowtheir dignity. Also it did not pay enough to meet the ever-incre asing cost
of living, and the people were more and more being attracted towards the cinema and the
theatre. For nearly seventy-five years now, the Bhavai is in a broken state. No doubt, the
Gujarati theatre got a fine contingent of trained and experienced exponents of the an of
acting, easily mouldable material, which the commercial tycoons of the growing theatre,
were prompt in exploiting. The young Naiks and Bhojaks of those days created history on
the Gujarati stage, and the immortalnamesof Amrit Keshan Naik,Mohan Lalji, Bapulal Naik
and Jayashankar Bhojak came to the forefront out of the ashes of this dying theatre of the
village folk.

Another definition of the word Bhavai is bhai of'bhava, an account book of this world,
~ son of picture book of the good and the bad deeds of man. This could point a finger at the
unportantrole thispotentiallyrich formcould play in thecultural regeneration ofour province.

For this reason, the need for collecting more veshes, the Bhavai playlets, compiling them
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intovolumes forfurther research, is extremely urgentforthetheatre movement inGujarat.
I say urgent because alien influence could easily make the theatre unpopularor ruin the
taste of the peo ple. The Bhavai once held a popularly prominent position. The pulse of the
peopl e had been felt by thi s form, and it had developed and enriched itself from this valu­

able knowledge. The very fact of its broken existence through these hard years proves its

possibilities as popular entertainment. Inourland ofvillages. we couldvisualize thisform

as a practical play-form, which could lead to edu cation through entertainment and which

would be valuable as visual aidto education forourillirera re miUions.
Many writersare inspired to add to this treasurestore started by therevolutionary Asait

Thaker. Our Kavi Dalpatram wrote his immorta l play Mirhyabhimanor Jivram Bhall in the

style of Bhavai, though he used it liberally with more pro se than poetry by putt ing a linked

themeinplace of stray scenes. Writers of merit haveexperimented onthisform, sohavethe
youngerenthusiasts. Though in a very limited way. the awakening is certainly there. Lok
Bhavai, Mandini Bhavai, Bhukhni Bhavai are some ofthe attempts by a fewof us whowrite
and produce as well . In some of our well-known plays, we have attempted the use of the

presentation techniques of Bhavai . The Mena-Badshah dialogue in our musical folk-play

Alena Gurjari, ourcomplete production ofMithyabhima ofDalpatram are examples of such
experiments in adapting the sty le of Bhavai to modem stage. Our popular playwright C.C.

Mehta has also tr ied to adapt the best of this sty le in his plays .
Inthe sphere of production also, thenew stagemovement is quite alive to this dynamic

form. The character of the clown in Bhavai has attrac ted young performers, This tough

acting style makes one emerge out of the proscenium, andestablish that robust livecontact
with theaudience whichis so vitally felt intheopen-airperformances. With our newinno­
vations in acting styles comes thesubdued,introvert. psychologicalstyle of complex char­
acterization which is necessaryin modem plays. Now ourdemands areditTerent ina way,
but I feel that the basic contactbetween the audience and the actor is a necessity in any
case, especially in the fonn of theatre presentation. This contact may be apparently physi­

calor spiritual . butthe under-current ofthe harmonious throbof common experience ofone
rasa or a combination of several rasas and bhavas is felt to be vitally essential for this
aesthetic experience, andourancient forms show thesame.

In this age of speed, many th ings pass by so fas t; but in our villages these forms still
hold a deep appeal. Our Bhavai is, I think, a sister institu tion of Maharashtra 's Tamasha,

Bengal's Jatra, Utt ar Pradesh 's Nautanki and Andhra's Burrakatha.
During the years of foreign rule, ourculture livedon. evengrewinrevolt. butitappeared

as if it was growingwithout anyroots , getting affectedby alieninfluences. Fortunately, its
intrinsic value has stood the test of time and could not be shaken out of the roots. This
miracleseems to have made us more conscious ofthe deep roots thai exist ,

Our artists areyearning foran appropriate nationalform, whichcanexpress and inspire
the growing aspirations of our people. In every field, the search for the foundations has
begun,so it has in the field of drama also. From a studyofourancient Sanskrit drama and
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theatre, we are passingonto thepopular folk-drama whereperhaps theremnants andrelics
of the past may be discovered; andwhatevertheirpresent condition, but there only, per­
haps, lies that golden key to the treasure house of our immortal cultural heritage. Let us all
hope we find it and use it well in the service ofour great people, in making our life full of

peace, happiness and hence, beauty.
Practically speaking, I would like to suggest a few measures for achieving this goal:
I. Research work on the Bhavai script should be planned and encouraged.
2.Survey of the Bhavai performers and performances should be seriously taken up and

the Bhavai should be popularized.

3.A history of the Bhavai should be written by a properly appointed committee, which
could plan out a permanent record of this form by means of filming and recording.

4.There should be special schools for the children of the Bhavai artists, which could

give them general education and also training in arts, in order to discourage them from
givingupthisprofession. and toprovideanincentiveto continueanddevelop theirnatural
talent.

5. In order to evolve the dance form of Gujarat, the Bhavai dance teachers should teach
youngGujarati dancers their dancetechnique, so that along with our othercultural forms
like Garba Raas, folk songs, Bhajan, Mandals, Duha Ramzhat, Charan-geet Kathas, Man
Bhatts, Bharatharis, etc., this form also can take its own just place in our cultural life.

DISCUSSION

Dina Pathak: I suppose you have read my paper and now know what is Bhavai. I have
told you that Bhavai is not the only folk play prevalent in Gujarat. There are several other
excellent folk forms as well. But this particular form had been the most popular one since its
inception during the Khilji regime. I have given you the story ofits origin and have told you
that it is actually a seriesof playletspresenting separate themes conveyed through acting,
song and dance. There are, as we have been able to discover till now, 360 playlets which are
called veshes. Acknowledged authorities have admitted that original texts ofthe Bhavai are
literary compositions of a superior order, andarerichin poetry. Drama critics have noted
that in the Bhavai one finds everything subordinate to the main idea of acting a part. The
ragas andtalas are typical andintricate. Henceno untrained musician vocal orinstrumen­
tal, is everengagedeither to represent singingrolesorto workas an instrumental accompa­
nist. It is unfortunate thatBhavai texts are not available inprint. Theyhave been preserved
by memorizing the whole of them. One generation of actors gets the text by heart and
passes them on to the next by inducing themto memorize. Therefore, the Bhavai actors
belongto groups offamilies andcommunities, mainlyNaiks. Because memoryis theonly
v~hicle to conveythetextsofthe Bhavai from generation togeneration, theyhavecertainly
differed from theoriginal, andmusthavedeteriorated in qualityon accountofthe missing
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links composed by person s of in ferior merit. Th ere are indeed lines which are definitely iII­
composed and positively vulgar. These are interpolations intended to cover the missing
port ions. Fathers kne w that their sons would not starve if they could be induced to keep the
Bhavai texts in memory and to carry onthe tradition.

Girls arenever allowe d to take part in a Bhavai performance. The Bhavai troupes are
peripatetic per formers. They move fro m vi llage to village for eig ht months in a year. A
Bhavai troupe usually consists of not more than twenty and not less than nine persons.
The villages they visit pro vide them foo d and shelter, and each fami ly has to fulfi l a quota
in cash varying from fourannas to eight annas per fam ily pervisit. This net income ofa
troupe has to be distributed among the artists in fixed proportions. I have given the details
in my paper. Details of the perform ances are also thoro ughly des cribed there . I will not
rep eat them bec au se a mere recital of them would not help you to get a full picture of the
Bhavai. To get it you must read my paper carefully and engage your imagination and,
certainly, you have to see it once. What I wantto impress upon you is that th is important
form ofGujara ti fo lk art is now be ing ignored, neglected and often declared too trifle 10 be
paid any attention whatsoever. I feel this is absolutely wrong, and must be contradicted
with all the emphasis we may comman d. Today our workers in the field of dance, drama and
music yearn for an appropriate national expression. They delv..e deep to discover theroots
fromwhichthese arts grew. Wh o knows whattreasures has this Bhavai form keptstoredfor
us?Thatthey have anextraordinary life-forceinthem tokeep them goingcannot bedenied.
We must discover whatgives themthatvital force. And secondly, if by ourresearches and
studieswe discover that the Bhavai has a definite contribution to make to ourculture and
its encouragement would give good results, then we will haveto take up,as a sacredduty,
the taskofemancipating those communities ofheredit ary artists, who are goingtobewiped
off dueto neglect, unemploymentandstarvation.

Nirmala Josh i: Dina Pathak and other mem bers ofthis Seminar will, I hope , be glad to
hear that the question of reh abilitation of the Naiks, i.e, the Bhavai players, has already
been taken up by the Akademi. It is on the anv il now?

Mulk Raj Anand: We are indeed very glad to hear from Miss Josh i that the starv ing
Bhavai artists have already rec eived atten tion, But would Sm t Pathak please tell us the kind
of help they do need just now?

Dina Pathak: Something must be don e to assure them food and shelter which is their
primary need. Then they will have to be so trained that they can earn their living not by
working as millhands, but by working as Bhavai arti sts. To qualify them for this profession,
there mu st be a trai ning school for them. Their boys are potential artists . Thirdly, the Bhavai
texts areto becarefully studied andspurious interpolations have to beeliminated.Vr'e were
so inspired by some of the Bhavai performances that we ourselves produced one which
was written by on e of our leading poets. It was well-composed and not badly played . But
the reaction of the audience was not what we had expected. It was called bhava without
Bhavai in it., i.e.• Hamlet without thePrince of Denmark in it Vr'e felt verydepressed but
gradually we came to realize that it was almost foolish of us 10 give it a modem colour.
Modernization ofthe Bhavaimeansits death. Ihad tried to imitate asclosely as Icouldthe
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movements and expressions ofthe indigenous Bhavaimaleartists playing femaleroles,but
Iwas dismayed to noticethat Icouldnotmake myrolehalfasattractive as a genuineBhavai
male acIor was capable of. And I am preIty sure now that I shall never be able to give those
exquisite touches and to execute those graceful movements which a male Bhavai actor
gives to a female role. They are such great actors. A little general education and a good
training would, Ibelieve,make them veryuseful members ofthe profession.

C.C. Mehta: The Baroda University has a school of Dance, Drama and Music. I am
connected with it as a teacher. We teach OUf students all that actors, singers and dancers
should know. We confer degrees too. But I have no knowledge where they go and what
they do after taking their degrees. I am almost certain that not a few of these graduates
could be found working as clerks in government offices and mercantile finns. I do not
believe that schools do serve the purpose for which they are started. Undoubtedly, they
impart education that an artist badly needs. But what is the use of these schools if their
graduates findno occupation inthefield of arts, enabling themnotonly to improve thearts
they have learnt, but also to gain a social footing by virtue of their arts. I have felt that
schools, without a social planning to accommodate their trainees, are mere decorations.
They should not be multiplied. Not schools, but working dramatic groups are what we need
and should look for.

E. A/kazi: In discussing the Bhavai folk form, we have allowed ourselves to be swayed
by modernism. I feel that is entirely wrong. Wewantto educate theBhavaiartists. Wewant
to teach them how to read and writeandhow to behavelike educated persons like us. But
we do not for a moment consider that the nearer they reach us, the quickerwould they
discard the arts oftheir forefathers. While I say this, I do not mean that they should be kept
illiterate and ill-placed to give us a taste of that art which we eulogize. What I intend to
emphasize is that if we bringthemoutoftheir environments to give themwhatwe knowas
schooleducation, we will fail toimprove their lot. Theartschoolswe havebeenaccustomed
to accept as patent drugs meant for all diseases. We should think deeply before we pre­
scribethemforourfolkartists ofeverypattern. Myanother observation is in respectof the
so-calledcrudities and vulgarities in thecurrent Bhavaiforms. Wedo not careto consider
that what we take as crudities and vulgarities or obscenities may be, after all, essential
elements of these plays. We find them in Tamashas too. Should we be so prude and puri­
tanicas to evaluate everyart in the lightofourown moral code? When the Police say that
the Dramatic Performances Act had to be promulgated to stop vulgar stage-shows, we
demand to knowwhogave them theright to do so?Maywe notaskourselves who gives us
the right to purify the Bhavai forms? As an artist myself, I believe all the shades and lights
in arts are used to fascinate spectators and auditors. We should not poke our noses into
this affair, because we do not really know what would exactly be good for this form and for
Its exponents. The Government have a department to put the Bhavai artists on the right
track. This problem should be tackled by anthropologists and not by dramatists and actors
and producers. Again, I don't think anything in the world can preserve itself eternally.

J. C. Mathur: I heard only a part of the discussion. You will excuse me if! say that this
ideaof preservation is oftenresisted. Wewantthe anthropologists to advise us butwe do
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not want them to take charge of such a dynamic thing as the theatre. I should suggest that
folk drama should not be looked upon as something outside us. It is an expression of a
larger community ofwhich we areaverysmallpart. It is notsomethingapart. It is something
to be preserved and to be encouraged. J am not pleading for only one type of dramaor
theatre. There will have to be different types. There will have to be verymodem experi­
ments. intellectual types of drama and theatre, there will have to be an urban spectacular
theatre also, making full use ofthe modem attractions and light effects , But what would be
the main stage of the drama? Personally, I think it will have to be that drama which the
largercommunity understands.

Mulk Raj Anand: These Bhavai artists arenot tribals, Theyarewithin the social set-up
to which we ourselves belong. And we arenot talking of racial or tribal decadence but the
decadence of folk art s. I feel we have a responsibility which cannot bebrushed aside. I do
not think that the ant hropologists have anything to do with the problem we are talking of.

Ba/raj Sohni: What Smt Pathak sa id was nothing more than that the Bhavai composi­
tion hadlost much of their superb qualities dueto some badinterpolationswhichshouldbe
eliminatedaftera carefulresearchworkon them. If the researchworkers findthat they were
inalienable parts ofthe texts, they would not recommend their expurgation. If they do arrive
at the conclusionthat the texts would improve by suchanexpurgation. theartistsshouldbe
advised to do so. SmtPathak wanted only a research institution. Ido not th ink that instead
of ourselves looking into the matter, we shouldask the anthropologists 10 take itup. As far
as I amaware, it is beyond the pale of their science. Secondly, Smt Pathak hasneversaid
that there must be material change of the form to make it accep table to the villagers. The
Bhavai performances are still popular, the only trouble is that the performers themselves
have nothing to eat and no shelter to live in. Thirdly, she feels that the Bhavai has a life­
force which may lend vita lity to the form ofarts we cultivate. It is for this reason that she
herself produced a play whichwas acclaimed to be an excellent performance butwas stig­
matized as a bhava without a Bhavai . I do not think she should be ashamed of it on that
account. I do not think that she had any intention to sophisticate the Bhavai form. What
shereally wanted was to revitalize herown artby borrowing from theBhavai orto helpthe
evolution of a fonn which would contain in it the vita lity of a Bhavai and as much of its
indigenous character as the sophisticated audiences would be able to appreciate. Here
Me na Gurj ari is a positive contributionto our ventures inthe fieldof dramatic art, although
she has herself informed us that it was not accepted as an indigenous Bhavai. Neverthe­
less, the artwe do ourselves represent was definitely benefited by herexperiment.This is
exactly whatwe shoulddo to revitalize ourownart of drama.

E. E/kazi: I had never obj ected to the kind of experiment Smt Pathak hasmade to the benefit
of our dramatic art . \VhatI objected to is the theorywe are weaving to establish thatwe can,
if we will, putthe Bhavai and itsartists backto the placewhere they hadaglorious existence.
That is an illusion. The community of the Bhavai artists and their audiences themselves and
the wholestructure of the countryside have undergonesuch a transformation that most of the
old tunes are very likely to be rejected by the people themselves as bad tunes giving out false
notes. We have no right to interfere. Butwe cancertainly take outourownarts to them, aswe
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may improve them by adopting wbat we may find good in folk forms. We must not confuse the
two distinct issues which haveemerged out of this rather lengthy discussion.

J'C. Mathur: I agreewith those who say that communities have no such cultural back­
ground as to inspire them to keep intact the tradition. They had been exploitin g the arts to
make a living out of them . Smt Dina Pathak has herself give n us a graphic description of the
events which forced the Naiks to adopt the perform ance of the Bha vai as a profession,
enablin g them to win back, through this art, social posi tion their forefathers had lost . Many
of them musthave attained poeticandhistrionic virtuesbut most of them weremereprofes­
sionals. There are reasonsto believe that community cultureand tradition arecompletely
broken down andshattered in most of the regions ofthis sub-continent. ] can tell you from
my experience that in the villages you will hardly find ten wo men out of a thousand capable
of singing Gajra andSohn songs. This culture which was sustaining folk forms is disinte­
grated and shattered altogether. But surely, we should not take it for granted tha t no revival
is possible. The people have to be arou sed so that they may become good citizens. A
condition must be created in the villages so that people may come to think of their tradi­
tional art s. That can be done in the way Smt Pathak has hersel f done, i.e., by producing a
Bhavai play as she unde rstood it. If she can go round the villages givi ng performances of
this play, I am sure, the people will come to remember their old tradition , and may be, they
will be enthused to produc e one by themselves .

Mulk. Raj Anand: I am sorry that I have to intervene once again. Smt Pathak nevertold us
that the Bhavai was a lost tradition , Butsome of our friends have taken it to be broken and
shattered. Whatever may be the case of some other folk forms in some other places, the
Bhavaias Smt Pathak tells us, is yet a live art. It still retains the life-force, only its votaries
face difficulties. We should not imagine that Bhavai is dead and then go on spinning
theories , A research institution and material support to the Bhavai artists and a training
school for the growing genera tion ofthe Naiks are all that she wants us to do. The Akademi
has taken up the question of the rehabilitation ofthe Naiks, Miss Joshi has assured us. We
have been further told that the Akademi will very soon fund a school of drama where
provision of researches will bemade. Research workers workingtherewould. I hope, deal
with all the problems faced by folk form s. I do not mean to say that points ra ised by the
worthy delegates are inconsequential. They are very important. Let us, at present, leave
themforthe research workers to work upon.

Note: The late Dina Pathak used her maiden name, Gandhi. when this paper wa s pres ented in the
Drama Seminar,




