- THE BENGALI DRAMA

and

THEATRE

by Dr. Amar Mukerji

THERE were only two important books on
the Bengali stage—the late Brajendranath
Banerji’s classic Bengali book *‘Bangiya
Natya-Shalar Itihash” a storehouse of basic
information culled -from contemporary records
and Hemendranath Das Gupta’s “Indian stage”
of which a major portion is devoted to Bengali
Drama. Mr. Dasgupta has also a handlist of
the important Bengali plays staged with details
about the theatre, producer, actors etc. There
are several other histories of Bengali drama
with occasional references to the theatre
including one in English by Dr. Guhathakurta.

The present book ““Banglar Natak o Natya-
shala” written in Bengali by one of the great-
est living dramatists in that language who 1is
also intimately associated with various theatre
movements in the region, combines in it the
unique quality, first of correlating the study of
the Bengali drama with the theatre in which
it grew; secondly, of viewing this movement
in the light of Indian social conditions, and
finally, of relating these to world dramatic
movements.

Divided into twenty sections, the book starts
with a restatement of the Indian dramatic
tradition in the light of social conditions, and
soon comes to the beginnings of the Bengali
drama brought about, not as much by the im-
pact of the western influence, as by the growth
of a new aristocratic society priding itself
partly in glamour, partly in nationalism. The
native yatra tradition was not neglected as it

is sometimes mistakenly understood as the
burden of keeping the drama alive fell on the
middle-class youth of the country intent on
preserving the traditional Indian art. The
urge for a national theatre was felt as much
as the desire to open its portals to the common
man and it was in the hands of Girish that
Bengali drama became both Bengali and
drama. :

The 1876 Act indirectly symbolised the high
measure of correlation that Bengali drama has
established with the people by seeking to bring
about an awareness of a social order which
must seek its fulfilment in native genius.
Girish’s efforts at nationalising drama was
therefore in its true sense a real national effort
backed by his own understanding and interpre-
tation of Bengal’s social pattern as much by a
relative evaluation of eastern and western
techniques in regard to this.

The Girish-Kshirodprasad-Dwijendralal Age
of Bengali drama may therefore be taken to
symbolise the upsurge of the various movements
that not only swept Bengal but the European
continent as well. India was in the throes
of a severe ideological conflict, the rise of the
new middle class, the urge for freedom, the
search for one’s own guiding principles, and
for India in particular, the desire for evaluating
the traditional view of life against the western
forces. The issues more or less weighed with
the dramatists as much as the audience—weigh-
ed, T should say, with the dramatist in the

*A Review of Banglar Natak O Natyashala (in Bengali) by Mr. Sachin Sengupta.



audience, and groups of dramas like Chhatrapati
Shivaji and Mirkasim, Gairik Pataka and
Karagar, :Shahjahan and Sirajuddaula, as Mr.
Sengupta says, maintain the emphasis on the
constructive jaspect of drama. The problem
of the individual was more effectively sought
to be interspersed with that of the society
{p. 36) and the gradual infusion of realism in
romance brought about, again as Mr. Sen-
gupta rightly emphasises, the growth of
naturalism which was wavering in the theatre
between symbolism and realism.

The clear emphasis was on the western idea
of choreography, whether in production or in
technique, and here the Bengali drama went
farther away from the Bengali novel in intensi-
fying the conflict between the individual and
the society. This had its influence on the
Bengali audience which, as Mr. Sengupta ex-
cellently indicates, gradually trained itself to
respond to new impulses. By a careful analysis
of the success and failure of several plays,
often with similar themes, Mr. Gupta indicates
the trend of the Bengali audience.

Here in Bengal, as elsewhere, could be seen,
working precisely the forces which had made
the western audience with the difference that
in Bengal the process had been a bit slow. In
keeping with this demand Bengal’s effort to
discover and evolve its own dramatic form in-
volved a constant adoption and rejection of
western styles, with the final emergence of the
all-powerful director in whose hands the threads
of the play were ultimately left. The private the-
atre of Tagore, however, emphasised the joint
<ffort, symbolic further of a great community
participation. In a way the Tagore plays
staged irregularly in the public theatres, acted
as correctives to many of the latter’s evils,
drawing attention to the mysteries of the
spiritual world against those of the material.

The impact of this on the nature and form
of Bengali tragedy has very aptly been analysed
by Mr. Sengupta whose focus on the Indian
tradition of tragic renunciation makes, I think,
the most significant point in the book. It is
here, that we must search for, as Mr. Falk has
anticipated in his book, the dramatic style in a
world where neither murder and rape, nor loot
and pillage would ultimately matter.

In his assessment of the plays of Tagore
Mr. Sengupta reveals an amount of wisdom
and theatrical shrewdness not found in many
Bengali critics. He does not accept that the

glory of a country’s dramatic tradition depends
merely on plot, theme and -characterization
but on its native tragic outlook integrated
into its thought process. Such a view alone,
partly accepting the Christian view of tragedy
and partly rejecting it, could embody the true
Indian spirit where the growing consciousness
of the infinite in the finite self through a series
of conflicts was more valuable than the western
ideas of tragic waste.- This notion of tragic
waste, the Indian view of life does not en-
courage. The tragic outlook, as Raja O Rani,
Bisarjan or Raktakaravi indicate, lies in the
struggle not with any destiny but with the very
nature of man’s inner being, which lends itself
to tragic experience. The sacrifice of the in-
finite to the finite belongs in Tagore to the
realm of tragic experience where the sense of
suffering consequently ends with moral triumph.
This might slightly ameliorate the intensity of
conflict but therein, precisely, lies, as Mr, Sen-
gupta says, the glory of Kalidasa’s art.

It is here that Tagore has made his contri-
bution to world drama, a.fact which has not
vet been fully realised in India. But the move-
ment in the public theatre had perforce to go
into different channels to which Sisirkumar’s
emergence gave a new fillip. The success and
failure of his various plays make interesting
studies in public response to the novelty of
stagecraft as well as to too liberal exploitation
of well known themes. The rising dramatists
of that period including Mr. Sengupta (the
author of the present book) could hardly escape
from Bhaduri’s efforts at making the theatre
realistic in consonance with a high standard
of intellectually qualified and interpretative
acting supported by the designs of Charu and
Jamini Roy and light effects of Mr. Satu Sen.
Dramatists like Mr. M. Roy, Mr. B. Bhatta-
charya, Mr. Jaladhar Chatterji and others res-
ponded to the new theatre mechanism by con-
structing their plays to suit its emergencies;
first, by a fast action brought about by a re-
adjustment of the earlier scenic division;
secondly, by shortening speeches and deleting
soliloquies; thirdly, by utilising full pictorial
effects almost four dimensional in their inten-
sity; and finally by adhering to a certain
repertory.

The method had its advantages and dis-
advantages, and from the latter it was particular-
ly difficult to escape. Mr. Sengupta describes
in detail the efforts he had to make to achieve
this with varying degrees of success though he,
along with others, did succeed in fostering in
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the theatre a sense of revolt by creating new
dramatic  situations (c. f. Raktakamal), by
substituting inner conflict for outer conflict,
by extending the range of human consciousness
made so convenient -by the new psychology,
and finally, by asserting in the most unexpect-
ed manner the indigenous values against the
western ones. This paved the ground for
Navanna, Chendra Tar, Natun Jhudi and
others which pointed the way to the new drama
that was neither sheer naturalism nor so much

ORDEA

A historical “play, though ostensibly a
simple proposition, is always a challenge to the
playwright’s genius, his imaginative control, his
technical skill. A historical play creates the
multifariousness of life through the palpable
brevity of the drama form. The playwright must
have the capacity to absorb the spaciousness of
the historical pattern into the immediacy of the
drama. On the one hand, the abundance of the
historical material has to be made tractable to
the cogency of the drama; and on the other, it
has to be saved from being too servile to the
drama form lest it becomes irrelevant. Un-
doubtedly, historical events do tempt playwrights
particularly when those events have a significant
place in the history of a nation. But the tempta-
tion is not so much for the historical pattern
imaged in the events as for potency of those
patterns to recreate the texture of implicit
human experiences. The historical provides
a stimulus, because it enfolds within itself
significant moral issues of fidelity, power, intri-
gue, ambition and loyalty. The historical event
is a colourful, fascinating image for the clash of
moral motives behind the pattern of history.
As such, the drama form has to preserve not’
only the complicated expansiveness of the
historical material but, also, the palpable imme-
diacy of the drama. The emergent ideas in
history explode through the dramatic develop-
ment of characters, their speech structures, and
the magic of metaphors and images. Through
the organic fusion of various sets of characteris-
tics arises the composite, distinctive form called
a ‘historical play’.

1 am forced to make this long preface to a
short review of ‘Ordeal-1857" not merely because

sentimental tragedy.

Against this background Mr. Sengupta's
study of the acting method of the greatest actor
of today, Mr. Ahindra Choudhury, completes
the picture of corresponding efforts at moder-
nising stagecraft. When the Bengali theatre
fulfils the other ten points suggested by Mr.
Sengupta, it will certainly be ranked with
the greatest in the world.

L 1857

this particular play is a failure in its genre, but
because there have been too many historical
plays of an indifferent quality written or produced
in recent years. Most of our playwrights fail
to recognise that a historical play is not so much
a narrative of history communicated through
the natural conversation of characters dressed
in historical costumes, but an imaginative
recapturing of concrete human experience in
clearly controlled organisation of words. We
do not ask how authentic the historical characters
and episodes are. We only ask whether they
embody aspects of a significant dramatic experi-
ence.

There are three major, inter-related flaws in
this play. It has no dramatic centre to reveal
the “deep moral significance” of the episode of
1857, and we, in no way, feel that it really was a
“peoples’ struggle”, with which the claims of the
rajas, nawabs, ranis and parasitical landlords
were confused. There does not seem to be a
central dramatic experience, and, if it is there,
it is blurred by the absence of realised characters.
Out of a large number of twenty-one characters.
excluding women-soldiers in burqah, the Kahars,
the soldiers in the British uniform, soldiers, men
and women servants, messengers and musicians.
no one appears to have any living dramatic
quality. This undifferentiated crowd, at times
loses itself into the lifeless furniture on the
stage, producing suffocation. Most of the
characters are immobile statues who borrow
their words from the playwright and suffer to
utter them. Neither Bakht Khan nor Mohd.
Yusuf has any articulated vitality. Consequent-
ly, Professor Mujeeb injects significance by irrele-
vant artifice of morally-infected people jerked on

* M. Mujeeb : 0r2121?—1857 a historical pla)i Asia Publishing Hbuse, Bomhay Rs. 4.75.
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the stage to utter their pious resolutions. Then
the language becomes an embar_rassing, if not
exasperating, medium of dramatic communica-
tion.

This brings me to the question of dramatic
linguistic structures in this play. Despite the
fact that ‘Ordeal-1857" is a translation from
Urdu, and even despite the difficulties of trans-
ferring from one language to another, 1 think,
the play does not create the linguistic equivalent
of the experience. Drama produces its magic
through words and the characters who utter
them. In this play the diction is flat, the tones
monotonous and the constructions irritating.
When Sidhari Singh enters with ten or fifteen
soldiers in the Dewan Khana of Mirza Mughal,
Mirza Mughal says in a naive way, “Hallo!
Hallo! What's this?” Even the disconcerted-
ness of Mirza Mughal is communicated in an
awkward manner: “I say! I say! What are
you doing?”’ .

However, the play opens with an unbearably
slow tempo in the Dewan Khana of Mirza
Mughal’s palace, with Mirza Mughal seated on
a masnad, surrounded by a crowd of suffocating
human furniture, leaving no elbow-rcom what-
soever. The trivial conversation cannot com-
municate the complexity of certain moral issues
that are claimed to be involved in the events of
1857. With Munni’s song, the play becomes
static. Only, when Ahsanullah enters the scene,
that there is a semblance of the dramatic which,
I am afraid, is allowed to degenerate into the
melodramatic stuff of Sidhari Singh and his
soldiers. The crowd of people, collected on
the stage for spectacular effects, yawns when the

conversation centres round Munni, the senti-
mental courtesan, Mirza Mughal, Raja Sahib,
Ahsanullah and Sidhari Singh. Through this
confusion we can feel some semblance of a
possible dramatic pattern, but, unfortunately,
we are shifted to the Lady’s quarter of Ahsanul-
lah’s house where the virtuous, patriotic Mohd.
Yusuf stealthily enters the bedroom of Salma
to inform her of his pious resolution to serve
the country rather than spend all his life in
married luxury. This scene has the usual
sentimental sob-stuff, the usual misunderstand-
ing and the usual paraphernalia of quick magical
conversions of attitudes. At any rate, one thing
becomes clear: the people of the country were
prepared to risk everything to free themselves
from foreign rule. Act III takes us to the big
dalan of Bakht Khan in order to reveal to us the
variety of appeal that the movement for freedom
had for the various cross-sections of society.
Though manipulated with discursive artifice, it,
at least, jerks the play forward. Act IV is divid-
ed into three quick-succeeding scenes to show the
complicated expansiveness of the events of 1857,
and the final defeat of the people epitomised in
the death of Munni. The last act sucks the last
few drops of sentimental piety that might be
left in a few representatives of this struggle of
the people for freedom.

‘Ordeal-1857" is, undoubtedly, a heroic
attempt to prove the events of 1857 as the
peoples’ struggle, but, I doubt, if the drama in
the country is any the richer for that heroism.
A play is more than a thesis, a drama more than
discursive conversation, and a character more

than a mouthpiece.
' M.M. Bhalla
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