Taking the
Stage
Henry Thoreau once famously said “There is but one stage for the peasant and the actor”.
From time immemorial, the theatre has been a platform for free expression. It has its roots in
all ancient cultures where it was used both to entertain and inform.

I

n Chennai, English theatre began with the Madras Dramatic Society.
The group consisted solely of expatriates who put on comic plays. The
shift to include Indians occurred in the 50s after the British Council
production of Othello was staged. It was directed by Robert Newton and
for the first time, the cast included Indians. Soon after, The Madras
Players was formed, led by Yamuna and Gayatri Krishnaswami. Other
early members of the group were V. Gopi, Pattabhi and Snehalata Reddy,
Thambi Kadambavan, Ammu Mathew, Stewart Melluish, Lakshmi and S.V.
Krishnamurthy and Girish Karnad. They inherited some props and makeup
from the Madras Dramatic Society and never looked back.
Though they began their acting careers with more traditional plays like
Shakespeare and Ibsen, they quickly moved into more interesting territory,
choosing English translations of plays written in regional languages. One

such popular play was the
English translation of Girish
Karnad’s ‘Nagamandala’. The
Players have been active on the
Chennai theatre scene for over 50
years. Gayatri Krishnaswami
remains a part of the club and
holds the post of President.
Over the years, the Madras
Players have evolved; their
new plays deal with social
causes and issues that concern
current audiences.

BRINGING DOWN THE HOUSE

Pantomimes in their current
avatar are a truly British form of
entertainment. The shows take
traditional fairytales and combine
them with modern references and
characters. Pantomimes are
generally a Christmas tradition
though the plot rarely deals with
Christmas itself. These plays are
characteristically slapstick and
involve improbable plots and
resolutions. The rules of a
pantomime can be a little
confusing- after all, the hero and
heroine are both girls and the dame
is a man. Pantomimes combine
song, dance and the participation of
the audience.
The annual pantomime
conducted by Ayesha Rau and The
Little Theatre has become one of
Chennai’s most anticipated
traditions. It all began in 1991
when Ayesha Rau began the Little
Theatre trust with the goal of
educating under-privileged
children. To raise funds for her
cause, she began organizing
pantomimes. 17 years later, with as
many pantomimes under her belt,
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asthe Little Theatre is still going
strong. Their last performance in
December 2011 was a clever take
on the classic Lewis Carroll tale,
called ‘Alice in iLand’.
The Little Theatre was one of
the first theatre groups in the city to
bring children into the spotlight.
One of the most endearing aspects
of the pantomime is that the
majority of the cast ranges between
the ages of 5 and 14. Most of the
theatre enthusiasts in Chennai have
at some point acted or participated
in some aspect of the pantomime.
Many old cast members go on to
work with other theatre groups in
the city. It’s no wonder that the
show is so popular that even the
aisles overflow with people!

THE EVAM STORY

Theatre and business are usually
mutually exclusive concepts. Most
theatre groups are formed through
a common passion and as a creative
outlet. Until Evam, no one had
successfully managed to combine
the two concepts. The company,
now in its 9th year, has been
instrumental in reviving the theatre
culture in Chennai by staging
shows that appeal to the audience –
that entertain rather than confuse.
Not too long ago, theatre was
considered the sole province for the
intellectuals. Now, Evam draws
huge crowds, especially college
and school going youngsters who
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can finally relate to what is being
performed on stage. The company
paved the way for several other
young theatre groups. In addition to
their sold out commercial shows,
they also host corporate and team
building shows and workshops.
They are also the organizers of the
Metroplus Theatre Festival that is
conducted across the major metros
of India like Chennai, Bangalore,
Hyderabad, etc.
Evam is the brainchild of two
Mudra Institute of
Communications graduates, Sunil
and Karthik. The two became
friends in college and the idea for
Evam was born there. Evam staged
its first ever play, ‘Art’ in 2003.
Since then, they have gone on to do
hundreds more, all over the
country. Their latest production,
‘Chasing my Mamet Duck’ brings
to Chennai ‘trans-theatre’, doing
away with the ‘fourth wall’ and
encouraging audience interaction.

YOU CAN’T STOP THE BEAT

Musicals are one of the most
popular aspects of theatre.
Recently, Chennai has experienced
a lot of growth in this area. From
polished productions of Jesus
Christ Superstar and Mamma Mia
to Chicago and Rent, musical
theatre has firmly established its
roots in Chennai.
When Jeffrey Varden and the
Hotshoe Dance Company put on
Jesus Christ Superstar, the audience
walked away stunned. Here was a
new kind of theatre that they could
relate to – music and drama. The
rock opera featured one of
Chennai’s theatre alumni who later
took the silver screen by storm –
Andrea Jeremiah. The success of
the play aided Jeffrey in putting
up more productions such as
Mamma Mia, Joseph and the
Technicolored Dreamcoat and
more recently, Hairspray.
Freddy Koikaran’s Stagefright

Productions gave their audiences a
chance at stepping into one of their
favourite love stories – Dirty
Dancing. Double cast and playing
to full houses, the production gave
rise to several others like Rent and
other musical shows. Stagefright
Productions, along with Stray
Factory, also organized World
Theatre Day which featured a
collection of plays put together by
theatre groups in the city such as
Theatre Y, Theatre Nisha, etc.

INNOVATIVE THEATRE

From classics to contemporary,
theatre, like most art forms, has
evolved over the years. Chennai’s

theatre scene is no exception. More
than 15 theatre groups exist in the
city today, each giving their unique
spin on the art. Participants range
from teenagers to senior citizens.
Love for the stage appears to have
banished any ageist issues.
Some theatre groups are more
innovative than others. A good
example is the new group, Stray
Factory. Their exciting play,
‘Blogologues’ is a fascinating
series of short plays, each based on
blogs. Each of the plays has its
own theme ranging from marriages
and domestic strife to world threats
like global warming and terrorism.
Perch is another interesting

group that consists of
members from
various fields, from
architects to dancers.
Their diverse
backgrounds
uniquely qualify
them for their
ventures into theatre.
They recently hosted
a festival called
Under the
Mangosteen Tree,
which was a tribute to Vaikom
Muhammad Basheer. The festival
consisted of plays, a photography
exhibition, a literary discussion,
film screenings and even some
musical performances. The tribute
was not restricted to one art form,
choosing to sample from different
areas, coming together to create
something entirely new.
Other theatre groups like Theatre
Nisha, Theatre Y and Landing
Stage, have all brought their own
interpretations of great classics to
the stage. These performances gave
the audience a different spin on
traditional stories such as the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata.
Nikhila Kesuvan, one of the
youngest directors for the Madras
Players, says that the theatre scene
in Chennai is vibrant and with over
15 different groups in existence,
there are many different types of
plays coming to the stage. Nikhila
observes a growing trend of more
and more theatre groups gravitating
towards original plays and
translations of Indian plays in
regional languages as they are
more relevant to the audience.
Theatre in Chennai has come a
long way from the times when
Indians were not welcomed into
theatre groups. With the cultivation
of creativity taking place in the
city, it is no surprise that theatre is
flourishing and evolving –
constantly changing, adapting and
outstripping expectations.

