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Traveling Shakespeares in India : The genesis of Habib Tanvir’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream

(Abridged version of paper delivered at 2004 Stanford Shakespeare in Asia event by Professor Jyotsna Singh: see with accompanying slides on this site)
The Shakespearean presence in India is more complex and pervasive than in any other country outside the West. One way of understanding the complexities of this journey is by exploring how Shakespearean productions have mediated between English and indigenous artistic forms as well as between versions of elite and popular culture. In post-colonial, contemporary India, for instance, Shakespeare’s works have often been reincarnated within indigenous languages and traditions, both folk and classical, from the 1960s to the present. Among these productions were Ibrahim Elkazi’s powerful Urdu production of Othello (1968), Utpal Dutt’s Othello (1958), B.V. Karanth’s Barnam Vana (Macbeth 1979) via the South Indian Yakshagana tradition, the Kannada Macbeth, directed by A. Akshara (1987), (among numerous others), and most notably, Habib Tanvir’s translation and adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, translated as Kamdeo Ka Apna, Vasant Ritu Ka Sapna, (The Love God’s Own, A Spring time Dream).  This was originally staged in 1993, followed by various productions, very recently in 1999, when it was performed at Zakir Hussain College in New Delhi.

 
This version of Shakespeare’s play has achieved almost as much acclaim as Brooke’s innovative production of the same play. In following its genesis and reception, one can learn of the ways in which Shakespeare productions (especially of A Midsummer Night’s Dream) in contemporary India -- as in Elizabethan England -- always involved treading a fine line between the tastes and expectations of elite and non-elite, plebian audiences. Following Tanvir’s own explanation of the process of translation and appropriation, one can learn how Shakespeare’s “travels” across periods, cultures, and languages reveal a rich and surprising journey.


In the popular Indian mind, the name of 80-year old Habib Tanvir is closely to linked to folk theatre. However, when he began his career, “folk” had not yet become a major preoccupation among theatre practitioners.  In fact, Tanvir can be regarded as one of the pioneers of the interest in folk forms and traditions of performance. According to Javed Malik, Tanvir’s approach to folk theatre is distinct and unique, going through various stages of evolution.  Initially, his consciousness was shaped within the crucible of left-wing cultural movements such as the Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA) and Progressive Writer’s Association (PWA), in which he participated during his early, post-university years.  But Tanvir also goes further back to his childhood in Raipur, a small town surrounded by villages. As a child he had several opportunities to visit villages and listen to the songs and music of the local people (1-2). One cannot help thinking of the genesis of his interest in simple, but richly suggestive, folk forms --music, dance, mime, and comedy – that infused new life into Shakespeare’s rendering of the “mechanicals’” dramatic performance in Tanvir’s version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in the 1990s
 
When Tanvir arrived in Delhi in 1954, and began his career in the theatre, the Capital's stage scene was dominated by amateur and collegiate drama groups that offered Western plays in English, or in vernacular translation, to a socially restricted section of the city's anglophone elite and their standards of acting, staging, and design were entirely European. Habib Tanvir’s first production was Agra Bazar, an unusual 18th-century work by Urdu poet, Nazir Akbarabadi, who not only wrote about ordinary people and their everyday concerns, but also created a style and idiom which disregarded the orthodox, elitist norms of decorum in poetic idiom and subject matter. Tanvir used a mix of educated, middle-class urban actors and more or less illiterate street artists from the village of Okhla near Delhi, in an innovative artistic strategy; his stage was not the socially and architecturally walled-in space, but a bazaar -- a marketplace -- with all its noise and bustle as well as with all its social, economic and cultural conflicts (Malik 2-3). What the play thus offers is a joyful celebration of everyday, commonplace life in public spaces.  Again, as Javed Malik has noted, in Agra Bazar, two major emphases that characterize Tanvir's work in the theatre emerged -- one, an artistic and ideological focus on the plebeian, popular culture; and, two, a penchant for employing music and poetry in plays not as a superfluous embellishment but, much like Brecht, as an integral part of the action (2).
Soon after this production, Tanvir went to England where he spent over three years studying theatre at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts and the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School. He also traveled extensively through Europe, watching plays. He spent about eight months in Berlin in 1956 and saw several recent productions by Bertolt Brecht (who had died that year). This was Tanvir's first encounter with the German playwright-director's work and he was deeply influenced by it. Brecht’s influence is apparent in Tanvir’s future work in that it has consistently demonstrated the social and artistic validity of working within one’s own cultural traditions, while drawing on the simplicity and directness of folk forms. 

Tanvir and his wife Moneeka Misra (herself a theatre person) founded a company of their own in 1959 and called it Naya Theatre. The group produced a number of plays including modern and ancient classics of India and Europe. It was not until the early 1970s that this involvement reached a new and more sustained interest in and use of folk traditions.

 The years 1970-73 were an exploratory phase for Tanvir. During this period, he worked intensively with rural performers in their native language and style of performance. He allowed them to do their own traditional pieces mostly in their own styles, merely editing and touching them up here and there to make them more stage worthy.  His masterpiece, Charandas Chor (1975), the evergreen favorite of theatre- goers, was created during this period. As Sudhanva Deshpande observes, “about the mid-1970s, Habib Tanvir had already evolved his distinctive idiom of modern theatre, and the subsequent years have basically seen him elaborating this idiom, refining it, polishing it, rather than evolving a new form”(2).

Since then, Tanvir's Naya Theatre has worked almost exclusively with folk actors, with some exceptions in his use of urban actors. However, even his occasional productions with urban actors and for groups other than Naya Theatre -- such as, Dushman (Gorky's Enemies) -- are marked by the style that he has developed through his work with the folk artists.  Nonetheless, the theatre that Tanvir developed was not a "folk theatre" in the strictest sense of the term. Critics such as Javed Malik have decided that Tanvir is a sophisticated urban artist with a strong sense of history and politics. His interest in folk culture and his decision to work with and in terms of traditional styles of performance seems to be an ideological choice as much as an aesthetic one. There is a close connection between his predilection for popular traditions and his left-wing disposition.  Sudhanva Deshpande, for instance, correctly remarks that “if there is one theme that runs consistently through all his creative output…it is the celebration of the plebian” (5).

Furthermore Javed Malik refines our understanding of  Tanvir’s fascination and use of the “folk” as not being a revivalist or antiquarian impulse. “[Tanvir} resists trying to resurrect old traditions in their original form and also from presenting them as stuffed museum pieces. But he does not hesitate to borrow themes, techniques, and music from them. He seeks folk performers who bring their styles.  His actors draw from Nacha -- simple form in which there are usually 2-3 actors -- and in his plays, songs and dances are not ornamental, but are woven into the fabric of the action and of the total thematic structure of the play” (5-6). 

The rich interaction between Tanvir’s urban and modern consciousness and the folk styles and forms is perhaps best exemplified by his adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream called in Kamdeo ka Apna Basant Ritu ka Sapna.  In this version he worked closely to the original text, writing songs that reproduce the rich imagery and humor of Shakespeare’s poetry.  Tanvir does not create a hierarchy by privileging his own educated consciousness as poet-cum-playwright over the unschooled creativity of his actors.  In the Naya Theatre methods, actors thrived on improvisation and spontaneity. According to Sayeed Ahmed, the “core of Habib’s style is improvisation of the roles of village characters, so that the actors (even though they are not formally trained in stage acting) could carry out the desired performance according to his interpretation”(1).  Tanvir describes some his experiences as follows:


 I realized after many years, that I was trying to apply my English training on the village actors –move diagonally, stand, speak, take this position, take that position. I had to unlearn all that. I saw that they couldn’t even tell right from left on the stage and had no line sense. And I’d go on shouting: Don’t you know the difference between the hand you eat with and the one you wash with? I realized that those who for years responding to an audience like this [without bothering about whether the audience was on one side, or three, or four or whether some of them were sitting on the stage] could never try to unlearn all this and rigidly follow the rules of movement and that was one reason why Thakur Ram, a great actor (one of 1958 six rural actors) wasn’t be able to be natural… Once [I began using] Chattisgarhi and I improvised, allowed them the freedom and then came pouncing down upon them to crystallize the movement –there you stay. And they began to learn. That quite simply was the method I learnt (Deshpande 3).

Kamdeo Ka Apna was planned as a multi-lingual and cross-cultural piece, originally planned for British actors in the royal and urban roles (speaking English) alongside the mechanicals played by rustic members of the Naya theatre from the central Indian region of Chattisgarh. The play incorporates the north Indian musical folk theatre form of Nautanki, When money dried up, the British actors were replaced by Indians from Delhi, but the play focuses on the tribal workmen and the world of nature, with a critique of elite culture, while extending (some reviewers argue) Shakespeare’s original, but others may think it captures a similar affection for simple modes of dramatic representation as found in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.  In productions in 1994, 1995, 1998 and 1999, reviewers uniformly acknowledged the success of the performance. 

The dramaturgy and stagecraft of this production are both simple and contemporary and yet, close to the Elizabethan staging connections.  As one reviewer notes, “Kamdeo ka Apna is played on a bare stage, the only element of set being a hand-held, beautifully embroidered half-curtain which sometimes reveals, sometimes hides, and sometimes becomes a backdrop to the action” (Deshpande 3).  According to one anonymous critic in 1994, “the play was a briskly-paced, two hour romp, where the chaste Hindustani of the main characters was a counter-foil to the Bastar dialect used by Quince, Bottom, Flute, Snout etc…The minimal use of stage props enables the play to proceed without interruptions for changes of scene and the open stage is well-utilized by the tribal dancers of Baster, who while far removed from Shakespearean ethos, are not an incongruity ( The Statesman 2/18/94). 

Nikhat Kazmi, writing about the same production, was also complimentary: “Naya Theatre’s presentation of an extract from A Midsummmer Night’s Dream brought to life the impossible. Here was a gripping rendition of Shakespeare with no ornate sets, no pendulous costumes. Just a bare stage where two white muslin sheets celebrated the mysterious folds of a charmed wood; a posy of gossamer flowers defined the irrepressible magic of Puck, the elfin devil; and a nautanki style of dialogue rendition created a native flavor that would match the quaint demagogy of the Avon Bard.. The focus was on the supposed subplot where the main protagonists are Oberon, Titania, Puck…and the bunch of amateur actors who set out to rehearse a play in the wide, open silence of the forest…. it was the engrossing simplicity of Habib Tanvir’s direction that shone through (The Times of India. 3/8/94).


Despite the obvious popularity of this adaptation, does it really represent the work of Shakespeare? Does it deviate so radically from the original in language, setting, even plot, that it can at most be considered a loose adaptation? Or does it enrich and illuminate Shakespeare’s rendition, especially of the forest episodes including both the fairies and the “rough mechanicals?”  If one understands Tanvir’s mode of translation and adaptation, one can see how this production remains close to the spirit of Shakespeare’s play, even while taking a rich indigenous form. 

According to Tanvir, his translation and adaptation of A Midsummer Night’s Dream was a creative process in which he translated the spirit of the original poetic comedy. As quoted in one article in 1994, Tanvir observes:
A Radical transformation must of necessity take place more particularly in Shakespeare, even when you try to remain as close to the original as possible. This is because a particular language is always encushioned in a particular culture. 

Metres differ from language to language; the music and rhythm inherent in metres differ accordingly. Likewise, genders, flora, fauna, foods, fruit, apparel, climate  -- all have cultural distinctiveness.  All these problems – if these are problems – abound in Shakespeare’s, especially in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

The title itself resists a literal translation –midsummer day and midsummer night being specific occasions for festivity for Britain and elsewhere in the West.  Mid summer itself, particularly in tropical countries, does not exactly stand for convivial occasions. Even the meaning of autumn differs in East and West. Spring (Vasant) alone can perhaps be considered to conducive to feelings of love all over the world. Hence, the change in the play’s title  (The Economic Times, 3/8/94)

In the same article, Tanvir also goes on to explain that  “Kamdeva may be closest equivalent to Cupid. Then you come up against a word like fairy which other associations than pari (fairy). In the Dream, Mustardseed, Cobweb, Pease blossom and Moth are all masculine” but because pari is always feminine, Tanvir changed the fairies’ identities in the play. The music and speech in this production also differ from Shakespeare, yet Tanvir says, “I have made an attempt to translate rhymed verse to rhymed verse, blank verse to blank verse, and prose to prose” (The Economic Times, 1994).  While explaining how he changed the idiom and setting of Shakespeare’s original play, Tanvir, nonetheless, insists that in spirit the play in translation hopefully remains Shakespearean,” if only because of the love of nature and of life in general, including little creatures such as spiders, beetles, snails, blind-worms, and snails.”  Overall, I would agree with Tanvir that his version of Shakespeare’s play, unlike numerous other Indian translations, remains close to the themes and tone of the original.  More importantly, I believe that in any study of non-Western appropriations of Shakespearean drama, Tanvir’s approach both complicates and undermines binary oppositions between classical/folk, drama/mime, and elite/popular categories of difference.
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