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EDITORIAL

In the Western tradition, the distinction between drama and theatre is a
comparatively recent phenomenon. While the word ‘play’ is used in the sense of
literary composition, ‘drama’ is generally associated with ‘theatre’, their differing
emphases evident from the different root words from which they originate. Also, in
the Western tradition, drama, especially tragedy, is the imitation of action which is
basically external. This is quite different from the Indian tradition where the
imitation is internal (bhavas). In the Indian tradition, there is no clear-cut distinction
between drama, theatre and performance. In the Natyashastra too, performance and
drama are inseparable because the body movements/ dances/enactments become the
medium for the expression of the bhavas. There is thus a disconnect to be addressed
when dealing with Western and Indian understandings of the terms.

There is also a tussle regarding authority. Due to its commercial aspect, theatre, for
some, is a vacuous and trivial enterprise while drama has a transcendental element
giving the dramatist a God like status. For example, in colonial India, Shakespeare’s
projection as a colonial icon existed side by side with theatre in practice, which was
mostly a copy of cheap melodramas, drawing room comedies etc., performed with
an amateurish cast. For many others though, ‘drama’ becomes one of the several
components of the composite art form called ‘theatre.’

Drama can be in the form of a prose or verse composition delineating a story full of
human emotions and conflicts. But when it is performed on stage with actors
donning the roles of the characters in the text, the text becomes more than just mere
words on a page. A production involves sound, lights, design and performance and,
crucially, an audience responding to all this. The two-dimensional structure, which
can also be subjective or abstract at times, thus transforms into a concrete, three-
dimensional one as the performers bring the literary text to life. This shift from the
hierarchical model, where the dramatist is at the apex with the director interpreting
his/her intention on stage, is aptly pointed out by theatre critic Hans-Thies Lehmann
through his term “post-dramatic theatre”. He proposes to shift the gaze from the
writer to other theatre-makers — like collaborators, directors, acting cast members,
technical crews which may consist of lighting, sound, set and costume designers —
whose contributions are equally important.

Spectators are an integral part of the theatre, but in most cases, they do not directly
participate or play an active role in it. However, there are certain forms of theatres
both in the East the West where spectators become a part of the performance, like
Brecht’s “epic theatre” or performance of the traditional jatra or palagaan. In an
attempt to redress the minimized role of audiences in the traditional theatre,
Augusto Boal developed a theatrical method which attempted at transforming
audiences into active participants in the theatrical experience. For him, this method
of turning spectators into “spect-actors” would not only allow spectators to perform



actions that are socially liberating but also lead to a reflective and evaluative
discussion of various socio-political issues.

While many critics are of the opinion that performance is one of the many aspects of
theatre, performance studies theorists look at the issue differently. Richard
Schechner is of the view that theatre is just a genre of performance, similar to a
sport like baseball or football, which are narratives of performance containing
certain elements like mythical journey or class consciousness, or wrestling, which
too is characterized by theatricality. “All the world’s a stage, [a]nd all the men and
women merely players”, as Shakespeare put it. This all-encompassing nature of
performative theory brings the aspect of performativity out of realms of theatre and
connects it to the everyday life — from issues of gender politics to the analysis of
various strategies of resistance.

The present theatre issue of the Journal is an outcome of the seven day workshop
organised by Department of English, Vasanta College for Women, Rajghat
on “Pedagogy and Performance: From Text to Stage” from 12 to 18 November
2018. The Workshop was an attempt to initiate participants into the writing, reading
and staging of drama, both theoretically and practically. In this first issue of theatre
volume, a diverse range of topics are covered from Natyashastra and dramaturgy,
Indian drama, forms and practices to the theatre practices existing in the World
including folk performances and street plays to the contemporary theatrical
discourses and other related fields.
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