Street Theatre Of Kerala

J. N. Kaushal

One man in black robes stands on the boundry wall of a dilapidated building,
over looking a triangular park and the surrounding hutments, near Institute of
Management in Government at Law College Road, Burton Hill Trivandrum. Heis
playing a duff, like the Budhisht monk in stacato monotone which is completely
different from the Nakkara of Nautanki, to call the people.

A boy in shorts walks down the street singing and asks the by-standers to join
him in his song of simple words and give time with their hands. A small crowd collects
and a sort of choral singing develops. The boy suddenly changes the song and a
simple beat starts. He becomes his audience to follow him and starts going round the
park. Residents of hutment come out-some worried, some curious and some totally
un-involved. Children join the gang but adults stay behind. The group takes a full
circle and stops at a distance from the man in black robes who is still standing there
on the 8 feet high wall like a statue of granite.

Silence for a few moments. A circle starts forming like any other street
entertainment. Worried and curious and un-interested—all start coming towards the
circle, An other song and one is able to find out members of the performing group.
Two actors come into the center and mime the whule process of agricultural produce.
Both become two classes of exploiters who skim each other of the profits in turn

seeping out the strength and collapse at the end.
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Man in the black robe. who has
descended in the meantime, emerges
from the circle with an imaginary broom
in his hands and silently sweeps the dead
bodies out. The performance ends.
Actors with the placards declaring the
name of the group, play and director goes
round with the collection boxes.

Street theatre or open spaces theatre
is fairly new phenomenon in Kerala which
is otherwise, rich with traditional
performing arts like Kathakali, Koodi-
ayatam etc. There are community theate
forms like Padayani, Moodiatu etc. but
no street theatre form like say Theeru-
kottu of Tamil Nadu.

NATAKA YOGAM-a group started
by Raghu about 14 years ago is the first
of its kind in Kerala. There are about 76
such groups in Kerala, twenty of them
working in Trivandrum alone.

“We meet every day through out the
year-to rehearse, to perform or just to
discuss our plans,” tells Raghu who has
performed AMBAMBA for 600 times.
Three scholars and Their Dead Words
(based on a poem by G. Sankara Pillai)
and the Court Jester have already
crossed the 1000 Performances mark.
There total performances might be some
sort of a world record.

“Ne political affiliations,” Raghu
says emphatically.. His subjects range
from social reform to exposing the dark
deeds of the powers that be. Some
political parties, however, do have
performing groups working for them.
Reghu’s troupe has petformed in the
remote villages as well as the University
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Campus and colleges etc.

Raghu‘s performers use simple mimg
words and movements. They do not
indulge in physicalisation of action like
Badal Sircar and Prabir Guha. They have
not tried to borrow from the traditional
forms of Kerala like others who go to
Chhau or martial arts. But, then, thoy
lack a kind of aesthetic finish which one
notices in a Prabir Guha performance,
There is an outburst of energy and a kind
of simplicity. A sincere effort to entertain
and convey something is the only plus
point.

Raghu's second play was performed
after dark—a circle marked by the oil
lamps-two men howl like dogs (or were
they wolves 7). They manifest many
levels of curruption manifested in our
society. There are politicians, their
lackyes, business men, art patrons. They
all romp and rant like dogs. Each episodé
ends with a visual tableau. The perfor-
mance is simple as well as profound at
comprehension level. One could notice
the fear, laughter. concern—gradual
change in the behaviour among the
audience.

Audience reaction ranges from spec-
tators to the participant. The novelty
wears out after some time and they start
melting away. Then they are drawn back
again. One could see an old lady’s face
registering pity, fear, misery, and joy at
the end. She lived every moment of the
performance.

KOMALI was, once again, a one-
actor performance. This The scene was
taxi stand near University and the crowd



included people around the square and
some hangers on who drifted towards the
show from adjacent foot ball stadium
where a listless match between some
police out fits was going on.

The actor impersonated many a
street performers like juggler, acrobat,
fortune teller etc. who entertains the
audience through out his life and when
he dies he does not get coffin enough to
cover his body.

Reghu failed to pin point his message
in this piece although the mime was
perfect. The idea thata man performs
under certain pressures all aloug but
decides to liberate himself of all the
shackles and fly around like a free bird
did not come across.

“May be | need to work more on
this piece,” Reghu said.

There are groups like Swarana Rekha
Natya Griham, P & T Fine Arts Club and
directors like Tankathan, C. P. Antony,
Baby, Satheesan, Narendra Prasad etc.

doing street or open spaces theatre.
Narendra Prasad had produced Badal
Sircar's Juloos in Malayalam, “Itwas
only the text which was used, not his
physical theatre’’, informs Reghu.

Like other such groups in other parts
of the country, actors for street theatre
come both from intellectual class like
professors, doctors, clerks and working
like black-smiths, motor mechanics etc.
Reghu had been able to conduct 5 to 20

days training workshops in remote
corners of the state. Those initiated in
these working sessions continue to do
improvised plays in thelr areas.

“We pass around the collection
boxes after a performance”, informs
Reghu. He manages to meet the trans-
port expenses through such collections.
He had presented some festivals of plays
as well where he charged admission rates
like regulars theatre performances. But
that happens once in a while. Most of
the time his members shell out to meet
the bare minimum production costs.
“Villagers come out with local hospitality,
when we perform for them'’, which is
quite often.

Reghu never had any problem with
the police. ‘They are not bothered what
we say or what we do’* says he. Perhaps
it has something to do with the higher
rate of literacy and the fact that Left
Front had remained in power for quite
some tima.

One only wishes that Reghu and his
ilk work more on visual aesthetics of the
performances as well like Prabir Guha
who use acrobatic skills of the street
performers and vigour and agility of the
folk dancers to creat a visual image where
the actors huddle in a group, moving in
slow motion, whispers culminating into
shrieks to create an atmosphere of terror
and apprehension among the audiences,
All audiences love terror and suspense-it
has therapeutic effect.

_*_
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¥io AWMLY FATZ famy &1 EATHT GA®
A1ZT AT F qqT T4 3 1 A aiw AEw
fair—“sex fafaag” 1233 §o 3, "W
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fax” st “genfad) aftem” ez € ¥
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qg AEE AT WEUNE &) qer 9T
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T “fardar” QYufas Tize o 26l
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wizdta st 9T waifn fad) | A% oF =47 &
sfus Az asifoa £ a% aesl 5 ‘o
e flmra”, Ys sy g A
“qyeze” wife wgm g vaw W Ame”
W% $ wemies W1 fawr-smarar 8 qE-
fasar *t wqifar wear k1 “® AEn
mir” edtgeg 41 wAfeem gz s g
wOaT grrdy faexdl o odte ) ol
ax Agenste wE st A of & mafas
g w1 AEs B U’ § oardfaal o
feafer &1 faxer 31 xie si®T g 3 w91 @
Azl # s )¢ ey, DA e@T 9T R@W
et § Yt adt wEear § A09 ®93 g
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1R ‘guAgr TAIZ A1 TAE 95G TR § 1
CAF QET grE-STE WA § 1 AN
Az wew & ¥, gEwE T4, SHEEAE
wway, fobez fesgharn, wamaw  Sgad)
wigeTw difcar, TH. 1T ¥, A0AT /0w
gt T s, . At 21 ant s
ArafEare faard sq@ § 1

3. gawz aAA A FA A3 NI AGT
fag', Wzar fagm’ anfz azs fai @%
aresl # wifx qifa, gaga st safawEmE 97
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a7’ wary AvEr gt wvan' wifr oeia)
farir 1 57% owial 2w gan, garga Wiy afy
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aaza, fafar sfag, @ g8 @9 &%
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quigrx mizs ot frar § 1 asfraie faard
w1 ‘GLAT ORITY Hag AW Fe mig 74 awifa
g1 # ) XA & ORtAr qqdtE & gAE owied
‘arar’ @ve arza faer 9% arnifea & % 539
Al € sgEar |

wax ufafes ailaE g9 # ‘g9),
‘gifeer warz faard’ ‘fag’ w1 Sgde &
dia’, o A fes e waar, g
firg <hgm &1 ‘2157 ¥ g, FOWH A7
1 HUT AAAT, AN W FT G OIH F

gidY', FaaaE 0w ¥ 49 ¥ qegm’ o A
& &Yor 7', opdre fag woxwT & ‘g A
#1T ‘g dw g8 w7, o, faragaie qEs w1
ey faed sfed!, ummaa fagh w1 ‘A
WiFEt’, e sifas &1 TEr WA aife
oFieY ¥y IEAEA £

TH gEiT Seiaag H Mg dwa A #
qafey 14 g1 1 UG W Bl F AW H
adt 1 aitz qrar geaa T 9 T s g
fi sri-sraand st mEEl & ATH G2 0 gt )
gitang ¥ A1za qaw gaar =09 e e
9T @AY w9 § wig-gae faan G gwar g
adft @ For o Wa # 3f. wqeA qedm &
wig-ggen ‘gt ag aifge €1 eritang d@aw
Y& ¥ @ A1 F AE®l w1 oFar =i
faaagar g% & ‘eciaadt @ifga W
ufegifas weraa’ § welandt & Tiza T
w1 ganam fagss fear nar 0 s
AT ®T § A6qAA E) § )

[29]



