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Initially, I had thought of discussing the family
and, in particular, the woman as depicted in the
drama of the last three decades. But since most of
us are familiar with the.dramatic output of the last
two decades, I have decided to start with the
sixties.

If one were asked to select a play which reflected
the situation in an urban middle-class family in the
sixties, one would unhesitatingly point to Mohan
Rakesh’s Adhe Adhure Thecentral figure, Savitri,
is a working woman; her husband has lost his
money and is now wholly a dependent; their eldest

daughter, who had left the home, has come back,
unhappy and confused. Savitri’s son views all his
mother’s actions with suspicion, while the
youngest daughter is cheeky and disobedient.
During the course of the play, Savitri has three
male visitors, each with a different personality.
The children are full of distrust, and even hostile to
them. Savitri, however, conceives of herself as a
machine toiling for the well-being of her family.
Soon we notice that an atmosphere of disintegra-
tion.surrounds the home and towards the close of
the play one of Savitri’s male visitors, who had
once been close to her and is still very concerned



about her husband, summarizes her situation.
Savitri, he says, has all along been seeking in
another man for those attributes which she has
failed to find in her husband. Had she chosen to
marry any other of the men in her life it would have
been the same story—of restlessness, disappoint-
ment, and bitter frustration. To underscore this
point, the roles of the husband and the other men
are all played by the same actor, wearing different
costumes and projecting different personalities.
Adhe Adhure, the very title of the play, suggests
the idea of incompleteness, unfulfilled expecta-
tions, leading to a vitiated family situation.

( This tragic pursuit of a life partner who can
combine all manner of desirable attributes is also
the core of Girish Karnad’s Hayawadana. The play
is patterned on the lines of the traditional Bayalata
form of Karnataka. It has a frame story (that of a
human with the head of a horse). There are dolls
which speak, comic interludes, and also a
Bhagavathara whose singing and speech link the
various episodes. In spite of the traditional format,
the play evoked a sympathetic response from mod-
ern playgoers. They could appreciate the predica-
ment of the heroine Padmini who desires with
equal passion the handsome and clever Devadatta
and the rough and sturdy Kapila. The two fight
over her, Kkill each other. The grief-stricken
Padmini prays to the Goddess Kali, who permits
her to bring the two to life. And, as is often the
case, when we stupid mortals receive boons from
the gods, the blessing misfires. In her excitement,
Padmini transposes the heads of the two men. The
mind of the one is trapped in the body of the other.
The play moves to a tragic conclusion, with the two
men dead, and the agonized Padmini climbing a
burning pyre to become a sati'_:

[ have dwelt on these two plays because they
have been performed in several Indian languages
and have won both critical and popular acclaim
which means that the theme of a woman'’s expecta-
tions of her partner and the effect that her disen-
chantment has on the family does touch a chord in
the minds of spectators. The plays are not just a
reflection of what audiences can see in their social
milieu but they are also, at a deeper level, a com-
ment on the folly of mortal strivings and on the
tragedy of human incompleteness,

10

IrWhilf: on the subject of a women’s expectations

of her partner, one might also examine her expec-
tations in the area of sex. Playwrights nowadays do
not conceive of a woman as merely a victim of the
sexual appetite of the male. For example, Shantata
Court Chalu Ahe by Vijay Tendulkar, has a few
revealing lines towards its end. The heroine, a
school teacher, 'speaks in a bitter tone about the
man who has fathered her unborn child. For all his
intellectual talk, he has really lusted for her body.
And though he had deserted her, she remembers
sexual union as an instant of happiness, of bliss. So
it no longer is a matter of a woman’s passive rc-
sponse in the act of sex. She is also a passionate
participant. |

This recognition of a woman’s sex needs is otten
echoed in experimental plays. For instance,
Arakta Kshana by Mahesh Elkunchwar portrays a
family situation, where the young son has died
quite recently. The mother, who is depressed and
emotionally unstable, lavishes her affection on a
student who lives with them as a paying guest. She
is indifferent to the feelings of her daughter, and in
a state of antagonism to her husband. Her affec-
tion for the student goes beyond the ‘purely mater-
nal. She clothes herself in all her finery for him and
her resentment of the growing attachment bet-
ween him and her own daughter reaches a point
where the bewildered young man decides to go
away, leaving an unhappy family more dejected.

Satish Alekar’s Mahanirvana ( The Great De-
parture from Life) begins with the death of a
middle-class chawl dweller. The neighbours fuss
round the corpse. When it is carried to the funeral
grounds, they find that a new municipal regulation
has come into force and it has to be taken to a new
electric crematorium. But the dead man is at-
tached to the old grounds, and the decaying corpse
dances, sings in the kirtana style, hovers round the
house, and refuses to be burnt anywhere else. The
son finally bribes the guards of the funeral grounds
and the father allows himself to be consumed by
the flames. As for the widowed mother, she con-
fesses that till now she has dreamt of an empty
frame. After her husband’s death this frame 1s
filled by a male wearing a suit and dark glasses. Itis
a banal image but it signifies romance for widow—
and all of this would have become controversial



and offensive had it not been for the wild, ribald
streak and the lively staging methods which added
sparkle to the performance.

I mentioned these two plays by our younger
dramtists as examples of a rather clear-eyed, al-
most ironical view of sex—even in relation to a
recéntly widowed woman and a middle-aged
mother trying to cope with the loss of her son.

The professional stage also deals with themes
which concern the family and the problems it faces*
today. We have had three Marathi plays mirroring
the plight of the aged. Sandhya Chhaya by Jaywant
Dalvi, Nata Samrat by Shirvadkar, and Himalaya-
chi Sawli by Vasant Kanetkar. The elderly couples
were excellently portrayed but in terms of stage
-techniques or an exploration of their predicament,
the plays did not go beyond acceptable social
tenets. For instance, Himalayachi Sawli, which is
based on the life story of the great social reformer
Maharshi Karve, starts off with a fairly accurate
characterisation of his wife. She is a forthright
individual who speaks without fear of the
economic hardships and the emotional deprivation
that the family has had to suffer because of her
husband’s idealism. Towards the end of the play
we see him felled by a paralytic stroke and sur-
rounded by colleagues and sons who fail to under-
stand his aims. At this point, the wife reverts to
type. She compares her husband’s heroic stature to
a lofty Himalayan peak and she says his associates
and family members are like puny mortals shelter-
ing in the mountain’s shade. The dramatist thus
assigns her a place’in the galaxy of ideal Hindu
wives.

Let us pause for a moment to consider what this
ideal implies. In the early decades of this century
Gadkari’s Ekach Pyala enjoyed phenomenal suc-
cess. It traced the ruin wrought on a family by the
husband’s addiction to-drink. There is a pivotal
scene in the play where Sindhu, the wife, is asked
by her brother to leave her husband’s home. It must
be remembered that the role of Sindhu'used to be
played by the great singer-actor Bal Gandharva
and there was a song at this point, which the audi-
ence adored. Sindhu’s answer to her brother’s plea
is “where my husband’s feet rest, there lies my
heaven.” It is really a far cry from this attitude to

that of Champa in the controversial play
Sakharam Binder by Vijay Tendulkar. Champa
has left her husband to live with Sakharam. When
the drunken husband follows her there, she lashes
out at him, hinting at the unspeakable things he
has made her do. And the audience experiences a
shock, as it watches a Hindu wife raining blows on
her husband, kicking him savagely and treating
him like a worm._l

X;As has been mentioned before, it is a far ciy
rom Sindhu to Champa. But there is a whole area
of experience which still remains untouched. I
have in mind all those women of the zopadpattis of
Worli and Tardeo—women whom we see walking
up Peddar Road to work as domestic servants in
the high-rise buildings there. A good many of them
will confess that they are forced to work because
their husbands are unemployed or under-
employed or plain alcoholics. These women have
not driven their husbands out of their homes, but
they have not placed them on pedestals either.
They shoulder the burden of bringing up their
children on the strength of the wages, the left-over
food and the cast-off clothes which we give them.
These women endure, they survive. But our
dramatists have yet to find an idiom to mirror their
experience. Whether it is the Bengali plays of the
left, or agit-prep or street theatre, the poor as they
appear in them are still only symbols of the oppres-
sed. They are either brutally crushed or they rebel.
But we have no plays about how these figures
relate to their family, to their mothers, their
children. We do not really know how the dispos-
sessed appear to those who are closest to them.. Till
now we have chosen te interpret their silent suffer-
ing as eloquent in itself. But I am still waiting to
hear the voice of their silence in our plays.—/

Paper presented by Kumud Mehta
at the Seminar on Dance, Drama &
Music (Nehru Centre, October 24-
25, 1982)

Courtesy: Nehru Centre, Bombay




Demand for women Protagonists

Women in our country are getting
more and more conscious and vocal about
their rights in all spheres of national life.
In the field of theatre and films, they are
demanding plays with women protagonists.
Why must our plays centre around men?
-they ask indignantly.

I think their demand is justified. The
plays with women protagonists form part
of our traditions. For example, there are
the plays revolving round Shakuntla,
Damayanti, Sita, Savitri, Draupadi and
some others to offer inspiration.

Recently, in the Capital, Ruchika pre-
sented ‘‘Dhruvswamin’ in which the key
role is that of a woman. I am sare many
Groups would welcome such plays. There
is, however, a big snag. The theatre peo-
ple find it hard to get hold of any sort of
plays, what to say of plays with women
protagonists. The women organisations
should create an awareness of this need.
Why don’t the women writers take up
writing of such plays?

G: D
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