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From the President
GAYATRI KRISHNASWAMY

THIS VOLUME HAS been put together by PC.
Ramakrishna to mark The Madras Players’ §0th Anni-
versary. It is a collection of anecdotes and nostalgic
pieces in which Ram takes a lighthearted look at some
of the early members and later stalwarts of The Ma-
dras Players. It is also a collection of essays debating
views on various aspects of the theatre by leading
- theatre specialists and enthusiasts who have sup-
ported and encouraged us these many years. We hope the book will entertain you as
we have tried to do for 50 years.

The Madras Players came into existence in the fifties, formed by a group of
young people, mostly students, who constituted The British Council Play-reading
Group. Though we are an independent theatre group, cur relationship with The
Council has endured, not least because of our active promotion of English speak-
ing theatre.

We are truly an amateur group — our members come from many walks of life, hold day

jobs, and come together in the evenings to share a common love for the theatre — but
we always try to achieve the i degree of it ism in our work.

We have presented a wide range of plays — comedies and tragedies, classic and mod-
ern drama, thrillers and experimental theatre, and plays for children. Since the late
sixties, we have English t of contemporary plays by
Indian playwrights. Recently, in the year 2000, we celebrated the year of the Chennai
Playwright, presenting plays written by playwrights based in Chennai, together with
dramatised readings of work, which emerged from participants in a playwriting work-
shop we organised in collaboration with The British Council.




Looking back through our records, we were amused to find that in our early days we
managed to put on major productions for a few thousand rupees, funded mainly by the
income from our box office, supplemented by members digging deep into their pock-
ets. But today, theatre is expensive; with rising costs we can no longer manage on our
usual slender budgets, and have to depend increasingly on sponsorship and patron-
age — as the arts have done traditionally.

This is our first venture into the field of ishing. We hope all our who have
unstintingly volunteered their time, energy and talent to make our productions pos-
sible, and our loyal audiences, who have shared with us the magic of the theatre, will
find it interesting.



Foreword
GIRISH KARNAD

THE CONCISE OXFORD Dictionary defines
an ‘amateur’ as ‘a person who engages in a
pursuit n an unpaid basis,’ and then goes
onto give us the related subsense, ‘a person
considered inept at a particular activity.’ In
effect, an amateur is someone who is pas-
sionate about an enterprise for which he or
she may not have much aptitude and which,
for all the demands it may make on his or
her resources, brings no financial rewards.
A person, then, that the Bhagavad Gita ad-
'vises one to become, one who ‘acts’, but with
no interest in the fruit of his or her actions.

Passion for theatre certainly characterised The Madras Players when I literally walked
into the group to play a walk-on part in Tennessee Williams's The Night of the Iguana,
directed by S.V. Krishnamurty in 1965. Before that unremarkable debut, I had only acted
in college skits and, although I had already written my first two plays, they had re-
mained on the shelf. The gratifying thing about ‘am dram’ is that one is always needed
and can fit in within its chactic goings on in some capacity or the other, regardless of
one's ability. During the next few years, as 1 acted, directed, and made myself useful as
prompter, stage-hand or light assistant, I learnt everything I know today about the craft
of theatre.

I was fortunate. Most amateur groups are content to indulge the popular demand for
‘light entertainment’, although even that, I now realise, is not very easy to do. But The
Madras Players were never short on ambition and we voyaged through some of the best
plays in the world — Six Characters in Search of an Author, A View from the Bridge, The



Caretaker, Uncle Vanya, Private Ear and Public Eye, Krapp's Last Tape — impervious to
protests from our small and devoted audience that we should attempt a fare more
within our competence and, from their point of view, mere diverting. For me personally
it was a revelation to discover that a not very large part like Professor Serbryakov in
Chekov's Uncle Vanya could be mined endlessly for deeper layers of meaning, while a
lead role like Eddie Carbone in Arthur Miller's A View from the Bridge left you scraping
the surface once you had grasped the distinctive li of the Being
with The Madras Players was like going to an elite Drama School.

1 was with them for five years. PC.Ramakrishna has been for thirty-five. My last play
with them — The Crucible — was his first. The first half of this volume consists of
Ramakrishna's personal tributes to those many gifted people with whom he had the
pleasure and good fortune to be associated as they were drawn in by the group's
relentless attempt to realise the best. In a sense these pieces show us Ram developing
technically as an artist and emotionally as a social activist through theatre. But they
are more than merely i 1. They also il various facets of the his-
tory of The Madras Players, how much those who got involved with the group leamt
from it, how much they leamt to love it, how much they gave to it.

‘The second half is made up of essays by different theatre experts and critics. These
papers are about the larger theatrical scene and analyse the broader movements in
theatre history during our life-time. Basically they unravel how the theatre scene has
changed in Tamil Nadu, how much richer and more diverse it has become, in this half
century.

During my last couple of years in Madras, new plays had begun to appear on the ver-
nacular stage in India and we plunged into translation. We discovered that, even in
English, Indian plays ived from our i a far more electric than that
generated by our productions of Western plays. Evam Indrajit, Shantata Court Chaloo
Aahe, Hayavadana..... It was exciting to be with The Madras Players as they played
midwife at the birth of Indian drama in English, and again, as they broke through the
circumscribed world of ‘am dram’ to provide the launching pad for Pattabhi Rama
Reddy's Kannada film,Samskara, which went on to win international acclaim.

All that is already history, taken as given, in Ram's articles, while the group strides
forward, belying the conviction of every departing member that once he or she has
‘moved on, it will grind to an agonising halt. Given the number of amateur groups I have



watched disintegrate or disappear during this period, I am amazed and delighted at
how The Madras Players have continued in their ‘act’, with no dimunition in the pas-
sion or idealism with which they started half a century ago. This book is a loving tribute
to the vitality of ‘am dram’ by one who has been in the vanguard of the movement, who
has helped enrich it and who has, quite simply, loved it.

T

uly 2008, Bangalore



Iintroduction
PC. RAMAKRISHNA

50 YEARS OF The Madras Players — 37 years with them!

Nostalgia takes over. I remember the wonderful people who have walked the path with
... and some who have walked the path beyond to another Stage.

Some of these personalities, who shone in the 70's and 80's, would perhaps be just
names to many involved with theatre now, but their contribution has been significant
in so many ways, that it is worth recalling their special skills. They are the milestones
that define the distance that we have travelled, pioneers of a then uncharted territory,
trailblazers of technique that governs the grammar of theatre even today.

‘What I have written is only from my personal knowledge and experience, and lays no
claim to be biographical or exhaustive. I merely wanted to remember these guys with
affection, take a few friendly swipes, enjoy again the moments we shared on stage,
examine what we could learn from their many abilities, and find out what made them
tick. I must hasten to add that the views expressed are mine alone, and need not repre-
sent the thinking of The Madras Players. It is an opportunity that I have used to reflect
on what I have cbserved in them as relevant to theatre skills and discipline.

‘There have been many others whe do not find a place in this gallery of people to whom,
undoubtedly, The Madras Players owes much. It is just that either I have not known
them personally or had any significant interaction with them. Longevity of contribu-
tion is another factor that has determined my choices. Without exception though,
every one of them was in theatre for the sheer joy of being there, with never any com-
mercial interest in such participation. In fact, the temific thing about The Madras Play-
ers is that money has never been an issue at any time. None of us sought recompense -
even for conveyance. We were, in the early days, clueless as to where the funds for a
production were coming from, or how much a play was going to make or lose. Somehow,
even with no sponsorships worth the name, and tickets priced at Rs.30 (tops), some



money came in, the play was done, and cast parties held. And, if there was some moolah
left in the kitty, it went into the next production. Hand to mouth existence? Yes - but
look at the result! 50 unbroken years, and more than 200 productions! Not a bad track
record, wouldn't you say?

Of course, one cannot operate in this fashion today, and the initiatives taken by younger
groups to become commercially more proactive are to be considered not only inevi-
table, but necessary.

But The Madras Players will continue to be the ‘grand old lady’ of theatre in Madras,
looking on with a benign eye, as the young turks take energetic steps forward, pushing
at the boundaries of new discovery. And the colourful pecple who have been part of
The Madras Players' history, whom I have written about in the following narrative, are
the ones that have shown the way, and whose place in The Madras Players heritage
cannot be denied.

Today, The Madras Players too have restructured. The experience of T.T. Srinath, Ejji and
Shankar Sundaram, complemented by the youthful exuberance of Rajiv Choudhry and
Kaveri Lalchand, gave new direction to the old faithfuls on the committee. And, with
the joining in of M.Ct.P Chidambaram, Y.G. Rajendra, Bharat Raman, S. Ramachander,
and Indrani Krishnaier, the tracks for the future have well and truly been laid

You will observe that all through I have used the name, Madras, rather than Chennai.
Madras has a sense of history, and seemed appropriate to use when writing about the
50-year-old Madras Players. None of us will be around though, to celebrate the cente-
nary, but I do hope the baton gets passed on, and that The Madras Players survive the
next 50.

xi
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A snapshot after the play "A View from the Bridge” (1966)

Foreground (r): Girish Karnad (dark shirt], Ammu Mathew (white saree], Snehalatha Reddy (black
dress) - Founding Member, The Madras Players.
Sitting: Ravi Baskaran (with tie). Tamby Kadambavanam (white shirt] extreme right - Founding Member,
The Madras Players, S.\: Krishnamurty (extreme left, sitting 3rd row in dark shirt)






(Top} From “Silence, the Court is in
Session,” (1969). (k)

S Ramachander, Viraf Kanga,
Vishalam Ekambaram, Lakshmi
Krishnamurty, P C Ramakrishna
and S V Krishnamurthy.

“Uncle Vanya® (1968)
Girish Karmad and
Vishalam Ekambaram.
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(1981
1da Jacob

“Dance Like a Man®

(1997)
P C Ramaks
Anuradha Ang

Bnagirathi Narayanan.



A scene from “Ashwaha® (2003]

"Nagamandala™ [2004)
{H): Mohamed Yusuf, Gavathri, P C Ramalgishna, Shankar
n, T Sanath, Anil Kuma, and Anx

ea Jeremiah




re” (2005]
Namrata Kartik, P C Ramakrishna, Manasi Subramaniam and Siddharth Raju

A scene from “Rural Phantasy™ (2006)






