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Transition period 

We are witnessing Kannada theatre’s period of transition. When you compare Kannada 

theatre’s situation today to the journey it has travelled till now, you will understand the truth 

of this statement. The last few years can be considered as a period of many losses for 

Kannada theatre. We have lost BV Karanth, who expanded Kannada theatre in all its layers 

and nuances. At the time that you had to depend on the National School of Drama in Delhi to 

learn the language and technicalities of theatre, KV Subbanna established the Ninasam 

theatre school, which taught theatre to hundreds of Kannadigas in their local language; he too 

has discarded his costume. CG Krishnaswami, who entered Kannada theatre through the 

organization “Samudaya,” broke the cultural hegemony of theatre and provided guidance to 

hundreds of technicians and ensured the vibrancy of both theatre and life. In line with his 

urgent nature, he too has exited the stage. There is a realization that the vacuum created both 

on and off stage by the absence of these stalwartscannot be filled; this has indeed weakened 

theatre activities.  

The central issue facing Kannada theatre today is this: it’s attempts to understand 

contemporariness through the lens of culture. Kannada theatre’s struggles to capture the 

consequences and changes resulting from the pervasive globalization and consumerist market 

mindset over the last decade is obvious. Theatre is unable to respond to current social 

situations like it did in the 70s. Farmer suicides, the distortion of social justice, the increasing 

cost of education for the poor– what is theatre’s response to these issues? Cultural amnesia 

appears to be the primary reason as to why theatre no longer focuses on these issues.  

If we observe today’s theatre, most plays concentrate on humour, or, they are reruns of older 

once-successful plays. These plays seem to be the main focus of today’s theatre activities. A 
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large number of people have paid the price for this amnesia. The chain of playwright-

director-team-audience, all the members of this circle have participated in this amnesia. Our 

desire for globalization is bringing in a world of illusory experience. We must inevitably 

accept the cracks appearing in our sensibilities, expression, experiments, and thought process 

resulting from this illusion. Though this crisis is visible in our discussions, we are unable to 

translate it into theatrical symbols. If we pursue this question further, we will find many 

answers. But, one probable answer will surprise us. 

During what we call as the peak of Kannada theatre, the system and creativity were in 

opposition. Their appearance and characteristics were different. This is why theatre was able 

to nourish its right to question and oppose the “anti-life” qualities of the system. But today, 

the primary aim of creativity is to satisfy the system through its aesthetics. The surprising 

observation is that the system which used to suppress creativity throughout history is now 

trying to keep it alive. The problem here is: the system is culturally barren. Creativity cannot 

sustain in its company. Previously, the government was the system. Today, the market, in 

conjunction with the government, has become the new system. 

One may suspect that the relationship between theatre and the system has led to the loss of 

theatrical metaphors. If we analyse the funding sources of the progressive theatre groups, 

there is the fear that the underlying connection between the system and theatre will be 

exposed. We can attempt to understand Kannada theatre’s search for metaphors in this 

context. 

There are two bases for this cultural quest:  

1. The search for the metaphor in the writing of a play.  

2. The search for the metaphor in the process of bringing the text onto the stage.  

When we analyse the first point, the first thing that strikes the eye is the collective effort by 

theatre groups to bring in textsthat are not plays. In South India, Kannada theatre’s literature 

holds a special position. Apart from Lankesh who has passed away, the stalwart playwrights 

of Kannada theatre have not rested their pen. Girish Karnad’s “Maduve Album” (The 

Wedding Album) has recently been published. Chandrashekar Kambar appears to have taken 

a break. HS Shivaprakash has not written anything new since his “Maduve Hennu” (The 

Bride). Those who should be writing, such as Lingadevaru Halemane, Prasanna, 

Chandrashekar Patil, and others, have fallen silent.  
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Apart from these, there are no new enthusiastic writers entering the field of playwriting. It is 

true that other than CGK, no director has encouraged the birth of new playwrights. CGK’s 

company and encouragement spawned an entire generation of writers: HS Shivaprakash, Ki 

Ram Nagaraj, SG Siddaramiah, LN Mukundaraj, HL Pushpa, Lakshmipathy Kolara, and MK 

Hanumanthiah. When the metaphors of Kannada theatre were revolving around history, 

mythology, and folklore, CGK encouraged these new playwrights to break these metaphors. 

He also successfully transformed the story Odalala into the play. But, why don’t we see any 

plays today that culturally express contemporary life? As life is more complex than ever 

before, when the enemy is internal and not external, a new metaphor has to emerge in 

playwriting itself.  

When we examine the second point, there is a huge effort to translate the greatest literary 

works in poetry and novels to the stage. Almost all directors are competing in this effort of 

translation. There are several examples showing the failure of these adaptions to provide a 

complete theatrical experience to the viewer or the failure to convert the text into a theatrical 

piece. Some directors have even staged these plays as if there was no need for the text itself. 

The greater tragedy is the series of plays sponsored by the Nataka Academy, with its 

unspoken pronouncement of “written plays are banned.” This has condemned both the 

creativity to capture the present as a cultural metaphor and independent playwriting. This 

activity of the Nataka Academy brings to the fore two hypotheses: that theatre has turned 

towards alternative designs to understand the present or that theatre is unable to build a 

metaphor to represent contemporary cultural needs and is trying to fill this gap with 

adaptions. In the midst of all this, we have certain directors of a higher standing. They try to 

understand the present through the past. They only focus on Kalidasa or Shakespeare, 

followed by Karnad and Kambar. No other plays are good enough for them. This is why they 

use old metaphors in new plays.  

Meanwhile, only the new entrants have occasionally produced plays with good theatre 

grammar, more as the exception than the rule. Their efforts to capture the turbulence of today 

as a metaphor on stage continues to give us hope. At these cultural crossroads, we have learnt 

that the National School of Drama and its repertory are coming to Karnataka. We must look 

at this as a moment of introspection and not celebration. 
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