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DEAD OR ALIVE?
THEATRE- CINEMA-TV- VIDEO
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THE TRADITIONS AND US
SELF, WORLD, AND THE OTHER. IN

Performance, daiix life,the here,now
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, THE WORLD OF THE THEATRE
&THE THEATRE OF THE WORLD

ACTS ON STAGE • ACTS IM LIFE
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ie Fool
, While The Fool (Khalid Tyabji) was in England last November, he
\ undertook a tour, organised by Shape*, taking him to a series

' of unconventional venues all over London. His audiences •
' included users and staff of hospitals and day centres for

people with physical or learning disabilities (mental
handicap) and people recovering from mental

■ illness.
The Fool elicits a strong reaction from the

most diverse audiences and the
performances arc hilarious, subversive

and highly participatory. Each show is
■ different in a sensitive response to the

mood of each group - some quiet and
gende, others rowdy and energetic, but all

are built from the same elements.
he Fool uses no verbal language, making

himself clearly understood by means of body
language and written signs or propos such as
cky sweets, a drum and, on occasion, a loud and

somewhat authoritarian referee’s whisde. Using all
these elements, he endees unsuspecting members of the

S audience to become pan of his living sculptures - often
Jr with hilanous results; with scant respect for authonty even

b* senior members of staff, unwarily looking in on a performance
' area to inspect the proceedings, are ruthlessly incorporated into a

working model of the Channel Tunnel as a demonstration of his
skills as a civil engineer.

Anydiing may happen but laughter is guaranteed.

•Shape is a London wide arts organisation which works with and
for people with 'special needs’ to increase their access to ans
activities. Much of the work takes the form of participators’
workshops but it also includes a touring programme of profesional
companies and individuals. The Fool’s lour formed pan of Shape’s
1986/7 programme.

Shape
1 Thorpe Close London WIO 5X1. Tel: 01-960 9245
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Solo performance of
exceptional skill

lions of expressive motion as he shed
his dothes and donned lhe fool’s bell
cap to complete the costume revealed.

Then the fool began to sing his
'song', a song that told the talc of his
anguished country in wordless satire.
The concern and content of Khalid's

Stage/Knvito Nagpol

IT was funny, ft was Irreverent. It
was moving. But above all Khalid

TytrBjrr Footoong- (SRC Basemend
wax i sdntillating dwplsy of exception
al still tn each (acct of the art form.
Foolsong or Gadhagaan is a one man
show sans words. It is not mime in the
traditional sense of the Marcel Mar
ceau style of mime-white mask face
and no verbal sound. One has not seen
Etienne Decroux perform, but what
his ’shiyas" did sometime ago comes
doser to Foolsong. Even then it is
different and to stretch lhe word to
Indian solo thcatie performances, uni
que.

Presented by TAG (Theatre Action
Group) with which Khalid has had a
long association — Delhi theatre buffs 

will recall his excellent performance In
Peter Shaffer's Equus (TAG 1975) —
Pnubong hwdirt r ktftg gestaritrft"
period. One had almost given up hope
o( a performance. It was worth the
wait.

The basement theatre boon were
locked at lhe dot of seven. This en
closed performing space created a spe
cial ritual atmosphere so important for
secret communication. Khalid came
out from within the audience wearing
everyday clothes. He turned and
greeted us with a namaste. Suddenly
his body began to quiver and one
heard the sound of bells vibrating
much in the style of a Kathak dancer's
rhythmic creation in static position.
From stillness Khalid carved out po«-

story was not all tragic. There were
subtle momenta of humour as he aped
and displayed the frothy nothingness
of high life — the drama of prettiness.
Flags, green, saffron, white, a gun and
a parallel bar were the chief substance
of his prop*. Holding diem aloft and
ihlging 'wohdldisly Ik usitTthe flag
poles as crutches, steppinj on a piece
of flagrant tissue he became a titillat
ing promise, winding a black cloth on
his head and cradling a gun he was the
archetypical terrorist and then a pop
singer, singing a tribal ditty he wsj the
festival of India abroad.

It is difficult to recreate in words in
this space the many images created.
The last lingering one wu that of the
dismantling of the gun, a bonfire and
the tricolour over it. Khalid is a superb
actor. The energy he emanated was
almost tiringly demanding. And it
took a while (or one to respond to his
teasing insistence for laughter. Reject
ing the common practice of mechanic
al sound support Khalid created voice
patterns for his finely tuned body. If
there is anyquarrel it is with his repeti
tive simpering. Khalid must devise
some more gestures to convey the arti
ficiality of existence.

Ratnabnli Kant's Facing a Night
mare Alone at the IIC was a xhared
ordcall To rod insignificant to bad
sculpture, skipping about on stage in
the name of dance, and pretending
theatre, in one bixsrre bundle, and
also have the Greek Ambassador
sponsor it needs some gutsl ~TO( ' . Khalid Tyabjl to Fooboax Noth •



Khalid Tyebji

A bitter and sweet fool
Fnolsnng' is a choreographed collection of vignettes which give a fools-eye view of

contemporary Indian conditions, comments Sliuddhnbrata Sengupta in Delhi.

K
HALID Tyebji is no common
fonl. Behind his grimace and
within his lithe, compact,

muscular frame is hidden a volatile
intelligence and a singular theatri
cal energy. His wordless Foolsong
is nothing if not a mucous threnody
for our times. For this tender and
vicious fool makes you at once the
hunter and the hunted. He makes
you laugh until you cry and never
for a moment lets you forget that
you nre laughing at yourself.

Foolsong is a solo performance
that has been shaping itself in Kha
lid's imagination for several years
now. He had earlier travelled
through Europe with a show that
had many ingredients which have
ripened to make the act what it is to
day - a delicately structured and
choreographed collection of vi
gnettes nnd responses which, while
giving you a fools eye view of the
contemporary Indian condition, is
also a significant point of departure
for the development of a new theat
rical language and sensibility.

The performance takes place in
a theatre space framed as it wore,
by fragments of our walls and
streets. A collage of torn posters,
images gleaned from the coalescing
worlds of advertising, politics and
« inema stare at us from the walls of
the auditorium. The floor of the act
ing area is littered with a motley
collection of objects • flags, a gun.
clothes, n bottle, a bow and a quiver
of arrows, cardboard boxes nnd
other strange bundles. Khalid picks
each of these, sings to and with
them, transforming himself into a
plethora of character typos. Like a
'Bnlmrupiya* without makeup.
with nothing to adorn him but his
body, voter nnd wit, hr takes on thr
guise of thr clerics, rock stars, com
munal fanatics, tribals, construc
tion workers, terrorists, football
maniacs, urchins, executives, yo
gis. drunkards • and several people
in betwren as hr glides from one
role tn the other. This encyclopae
dic montage of assorted characters
Iwtray a detailed yet distanced ob
servational capacity that must have
bad ipmething to do with Tyebji’s
academic training as a socio-an-
t h Topologist. Yet there is mon- to
this gallery nf |>oriraits than that.
There is in this work n latent sym
pathy that goes hand in hand with
hitter satire - and one may add a
certain moral vision: "Here, min*
rle, is n bitter ami sweet fool, nnd a
wise one at that”.

What is it that Khalid’s fool
wants to get through to us? Perhaps
an indication that the violence in
our lives has a lot to do with the
straitjackets of class, nationality.
religion and gender that don’t ever
let us be what we arc. Perhaps the
first step towards liberation is to
laugh at. and weep for the things
wo have become, by stepping out
side them for a while, putting on a
fool's cap. putting aside the em
blems of spurious identities that
hide our essential weakness.

Towards the end of the perfor
mance, the fool wears his jaunty
cap again, picks up the gun - that
has by now become almost a meta
phor for society - and breaks it
apart. He then proceeds to bury it
in an improvised coffin of card
board scraps and wraps it in a
shroud that unmistakably invokes a
torn and tattered tricolour, with
many spokes in the wheel, broken
and missing. He accompanies this
with a dirge, that is oddly, at the
same time also a celebration. Il is

KHAI.ID Tyebji has studied sociology at the Delhi School nf Econom
ics and staged solo performances in India and in Europe. Hr has
played the protagonist in a dramatised version of Kafka’s 'Metamor
phosis’ and also acted as the fonl in a Polish production of 'King
Lear’. He has devised performance art happenings for Sahmat's Jan-
otsav in Mangolpuri and is currently teaching body-acting nt thr A'a-
tional School of Drama.

On what hr misses as an actor:
I wish I had a critic, not a u-achcr or a guru, but soim-om* to watch
me and respond, stretch me further than I can g«> each lime I prac
tise an art. I used to have someone like that in Poland. A woman
who worked with (ir«>u»wski. she helped me a lot. Here there is no
one like that. So I am left entirely on my own resources and that can
be very frustrating. On thr other hand, it means I am furred to hr
my ow n audience, mv own critic ami may Im* that too is a good thing.
Il helps me know my act better.

On what he’d like to do next:
I’d like to lake thr show out to thr streets and see what happens. I’d
also like to work with a tram of actors. I enjoyed what we did in
Mnngulpuri for thr Sahmat Janotsav and I think there are a lot nf
possibilities in that direction. But then, it may not work. I do not
know if people outside a theatre wotdd take an almost naked fool/
clown seriously. Maylie I’d have to wear more clothes, play higher-
status. But I can’t rrnlly know until I’ve done it.

S3.

possible to read this final ‘trope’ as
an appeal for national reconcilia
tion and renewal. But the irony and
exhaustion with which if is invest
ed. suggests alternative meanings.
Perhaps it is a gently persuasive
nudge, suggesting we abandon
even the notion as too constricting
a shell for thr realisation of a hu
man identity that is individual and
yet universal. For the spare and
time of the performance. Khalid al
most cajoles you into being yourself
again, to be as unarmed, as vulner
able and naked as he is. This seduc
tion is perhaps the greatest gift that
the theatre, or for that matter any
art. can give you.

There is no denying the fact that
many would find room for dis
agreement with Khalid's act. Il is
also possible that many would find
his satire offensive (Khalid is un
sparing. and nothing, neither reli
gious frenzy nor radical preten
sions. neither machismo nor
effeminate posturing escapes his
wrath.) But it would be impossible
to find fault with his technique and
presentation. Khalid plays his ath
letic body like a virtuoso musician
wotdd play a cadenza on a well-
timed instrument. Thr energy and
sheer range of his physical interac
tion with the performance space
makes his art as much of a visual
delight as ballet. Never have I seen
a man fall, or throw himself about
or even do a striptease with as
much integrity and control on the
Delhi stage. His portraits are often
ugly, clumsy, awkward people. Yet.
even these he imbues with an in
nate grace and a certain beauty. His
wordless song is a bizarre and
beautiful bray. Sometimes sono
rous. yet delicate when it reaches
the higher registers, if invents its
own language ami helps universa-
lisetiie enactment. Il reveals a pow
erful vocal apparatus ami a phe
nomenal degree of breath control
(when you meet Khalid offstage, he
is a surprisingly quiet, almost silent
man).

Behind his performance lies
years of gruelling practice, and the
refinement of the ImmIv as an ex
pressive medium. But there is also
imagination, observation nnd in
tense intelligence. Virtues hard tn
find in Imlay's theatre. Khalid's
show needs to travel out ami indeed
it ran. for there is something in it
which exeryone will lx* able to re
late In. Be it the venerable priest
praying to an absent g«»d. the execu
tive emboldened by his tie and the
power it brings, the politician wav
ing a dirty rag of a flag, the drunk
ard or the yogi inflated like a hot-air
balloon with vacuous wisdom.

If fools nish in where angels
fear to tread, then I’d forsake the
angels for a while and go a long way
with this fool.

*Ftwlsnng’ will repeated at the Shri
Ram Centre Basement theatre on
November 22, 23, 25 and 26.
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The FooUs amongst us

FOOTLIGHTS

Keval Arora

Khalid Tyabji’s

The fool is amongst us. He
emerges from our
shadows as we sit facing a

playing area littered with all
kinds of objects. Hacked by
laughter, taut with wailing, his
entire frame quivers as he disro
bes on stage to reveal the bells
and the patched dress of a I-'ool.
The I-'ool is within us.

Not quite, though. We lack his
enabling perspective and his
ability to laugh and mourn.
These he demonstrates as he
winds his way through the con
temporary Indian maze, offer
ing insights into our contradic
tions and our failures. In the
process, we meet ourselves
several times over — as the
opportunist politician, the bru
talized tribal, the violated
woman, the bayoneted child.
the marionette executive and
the prying journalist, to name a
few. These images, each evoked
with brief but telling clarity, are
not all negative: there arc haun
ting moments of tenderness and
dignity too. At the end. the I-'ool
merges back into the audience.
faces the stage and applauds
what has just been. The I-'ool is
(hopefully) us.

This is the broad structure of
Foolsong. playing at the SBC
Basement Theatre till January
31. It is the creation of a "one
man-actor-fool". Khalid Tyabji.
Though the theme of the wis
dom of folly Is common to seve
ral cultural traditions, the par
entage of Khalid’s I-’ool. by 

virtue of his thrcc-cornci’ed
cap. Is more specifically Euro
pean. He Is a distinguished addi
tion to a long line of philoso
phers with mischievous smiles
and piercing eyes.

In some aspects, however, he
is crucially different. The fact
that he is along on stage, that he
speaks no language, and that
he is not part of a story is
enough to signal major departu
res from the tradition of the
fool, let alone from the practi
ces of the conventional theatre.

Khalid Tyabji in Foolsong

Foolsong is a "fringe' perfor
mance: yet. it also represents a

return to the fundamental post
ulates of theatre. A Grotowski-
an insistence on the bare essen
tials -- a theatre without frills --
is revealed in the rigorously sim
ple costumes. props and
lighting, and the absence of
amplified sound. All we have is
a • space and a single actor.
Unlike monoacting where the
focus is on an actor’s skill in
portraying different characters,
Khalid uses the fact of a solo per
former to establish linkages.
Accuracy in insight rather than
in imitation is his main concern.

The mimetic style is similarly
abandoned in the, use of body
and voice. Words are replaced
by gestures and sounds that do
not aim at reproducing psycho
logical or social conditions, but
at revealing essential states.
Acting becomes a combination
of visual and aural signs instead
of n replication of natural beha
viour and speech. Khalid’s
intention in deploying this trans
parent. "theatrical' technique
is to transcend linguistic boun
daries. This works only to a
point: the text is culture

specific and therefore access
remains restricted. In fact,
quite, the converse occurs. Not
possessing the specificity that
words do., this "transparent'
language Is often obscure, the
reby giving to Foolsong a densi
ty and a stimulating ambivalen
ce in meaning.

There is another reason for
such ambivalence. Foolsong
has no story, no casual/chrono-
logical links between Its various
parts. There are some linear
movements, but its unity Is real
ly that of a mosaic. Images, pro
ps and actions are bonded toge
ther through a technique of
montage. The mother cradles
her baby, the terrorist fondles
his gun -- the same crooning
sound continues through both
A corporate sector necktie beco
mes a puppet’s string or a hang
man’s noose. A little girl plays
with her dress unselfconscious
ly raised: n rape victim screams
as her dress is raised. This
method is richly suggestive
even as (or. because?) it poses
difficulties in interpretation.

Such n form demands excep- .
tional talent. Khalid Tyabji has
it in ample measure. His vocal
range, physical control and
expressive skills arc amongst
the best in Delhi theatre today.
And yet. they pose a real threat
to Foolsong. It Is very tempting
to admire Khalid's performan
ce primarily as a virtuoso dis
play. Several audiences have
done just that, prompting him
to reduce the degree of difficul
ty of some of his movements. An
unusual problem for a theatre
starved for such skills!

There is another problem ari
sing from the structure that
Foolsong adopts. As a critique
of contemporary culture.
Foolsongis intellectually rather
thin, its images function as a
scries of closed assertions
rather than questions. This abs
ence of dialectic.nl tensions
sometimes reduces Foolsong to
a guessing game where the act
of decoding becomes the major
Intellectual exercise.

dialectic.nl


Skirting linguistic boundaries

FOOTLIGHTS

Keval Arora

Foolsong Four

K
halid Tyabji is arguably
the finest actor to emer
ge from TAG. The inter

ests of this "one man
actor-fool". as lie styles him
self. have long since diverged
from the preoccupations of
mainstream theatre—though.
It is possible to see TAG'S work
with spastlcs and other special
interest groups as a probable
connection.

It was fitting, therefore, that
Khalid’s latest work. Foolsong
Four, was featured in the TAG
Festival. There can be no bet
ter tribute than this to TAG’S
performance style which often
emphasised theatrical imagery
and body movement, and in the
process loosened the hold of
those tiresome "D’’s—Dialo
gue. Diction and Delive
ry—which still shackle the
F.ngllsh-language theatre.
(That one continued to hear
’’Imported" accents in TAG pro
ductions may have more to do
with the Anglocentric delu
sions of the class which flocks
to such theatre groups, than
any whip cracked by the
director.)

In Foolsong Four. Khalid bli
thely transcended such pro
blems. His show—"an explora
tion of the dark face of contem
porary Indian reality"— was
altogether without words. It
had sounds, but not language
as we speak it. There arc real
advantages in this approach.

For Instance. Foolsong Four
gained in accessibility by skirt
ing. the linguistic boundaries
that segment audiences and
performances according to
language, use. Of course. iLs
communicative power still
depends upon the cultural
>pace within which It Is porfor-
rnod, but there Is no denying

that "culture" Is a far more dif
fuse and porous entity.

An added advantage lay In
the alternative theatrical langu
age that this facilitated. ILs Gro-
towskian insistence on the bare
essentials in which nothing
more than an empty space and
an actor’s body Is needed.
signalled a return to the basic
postulates of theatre. This is
what Khalid’s one-man show
provided.

Freed of the mechanics of

This is the perspective of the
Fool, a figure common to diver
se performance traditions.
Unlike the merry antics of the
Jester or the clown, the Fool’s
laughter Is tinged by the sad
ness that flows from his ironic
appraisals of humanity. He is
purely a stage figure—there is
no social equivalent of the Fool.

Khalid’s use of the persona
was as dependent upon this
social invisibility as upon the
Fool's reputation as a sad yet

cnee. disrobed, donned the
Fool’s cap and then. Imitating
the postures of audience
members. peered at them as
intently as they did him. At the
end. he returned to his clothes.
to the audience, and applauded
the show that had Just conclu
ded The cheeky mirroring con
firmed that we arc Ills real tar
gets: Both as performers in this
dreary landscape and as pas
sive onlookers who believe that
approval of worthy causes

sparkling truth-teller. Both exempts
combined to give Foolsong them.

realistic representation, accu
racy In Insight rather than in

Communicating without words: Khalid

us from acting upon

Much of this mate
rial was carried over
from a previous ver
sion. (Foolsong Four
is presumably the
fourth.) The differ
ence now was that.
with the exception
of a white cloth used
In various ways, no
props were employ
ed hero. In contrast.
the earlier version
was littered with the
debris of the contem
porary scene.

The gains from
such austerity are
both practical (a
portable show) and
aesthotic(a minimal
ist style). Yet. there
are perceptible los
ses. The most
obvious— the loss of
visual variety—can
bo ignored as a cal

imitation became the prime
criterion of this physical
language. Thus, sounds and
gestures in Khalid’s performan
ce bore little mimetic weight:
they functioned more as aural
and visual emblems in a com
pressed theatrical shorthand.
As these lacked the pointed
ness of words, the language
they constituted was often sti-
mulntingly ambivalent in
meaning.

An interesting corollary is
that Khalid did not disappear
behind his creations—a proce
dure conventionally associated
with "good" acting. Instead, he
highlighted his presence as a
performer to demonstrate link
ages between the figures he
evoked, and also to thereby
anchor the critical perspective
that authors Foolsong Four.

Four its special aura of airy-
fairy value.

The truths that the Fool
revealed through sound
language and expressive gestu
re wore structured as a monta
ge of images, or "physical
icons", to quote Khalid. Some
communicated immediately
(the macho motorcyclist):
others involved progressive
exaggeration, for instance the
yogi who. brimming with bene
diction. bursts like a balloon;
yet others gathered sharpness
only when viewed through a
contrasting frame—the displac
ed tribal metamorphosing into
the urban construction
labourer.

Two moments straddled and
contextualised this mosaic, of
criticisms. At the beginning.
Khalid emerged from the midi-

culated risk. More irreplacea
ble Is the reduction in the tangi
ble friction between the Fool
and his environment as materi
alised through objects that pos
sess texturally a separate
reality. The ’’conflict" In the
earlier model Is now softened
by the rcconcilialivc presence
of the miming performer who
authors both his own ’’self’
and the "other" which oppres
ses him.

Yet. it is no criticism of
Foolsong Four to say that It
holds less promise than the pre
vious version. The attractive
aspect of Khalid’s work is that
he Is constantly innovating and
refining his material. Thai's
why Foolsong Is such an
appropriate title. Like a song.
one can return to II again and
again.
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Not just a children’s show
Laxnti Chandrashckar on on
artiste who believes that the
inarjic of theatre is that it
can be created out of nothing.

'Foolsong 4 1/2'. n unique
solo-pcrformnncc by Khalid Tynbjl, was
presented at the Alliance Frnncalsc by
'/Xrtscapc' In collaboration with 'Kadambarl'.
n cultural group which has been responsible
for Introducing the Bangalore nudicncc to
some very special theatre events and persons
In recent years.

A Delhi-based performer of international
fame. Khalid Tyabji was scheduled to perform
in Bombay for a festival this month. Finding
himself at a loose-end when the festival got
performed, he decided to spend a few days In
Bangalore. During his slay In the city he also
conducted a slx-day workshop on the physical
training of an actor under the auspices of
'Kadnmbarl’ and gave a series of performances
of the 'Foolsong' nt schools, which arc
members of the 'Newspapers In Education*
project.

Grotowskian concept of theatre which could
communicate solely through the Ixidy of the
actor. Ills association with Bengali
playwright-actor-director. Hadal Sircar.
stimulated him tn think about the relationship
between art and society. Ills Interaction with
the tribals ol Central India helped him evolve
n mode of participatory performance which he
Inter called ’General Tomfoolery*. The need to
play two totally different roles of the city man
and the performer —- while he remained
himself, and the desire to overcome the
suspicion of the tribal people, turned him into
a fool. To pul II In his own words — “I
sought a self-explanatory theatrical presence
In order to explain who I was and to
communicate the friendly nature of my visit
— to give a gift that was not material, but
something of oneself.’' The uninhibited tribals
participated willingly in this playful act and
accepted him as one of them.

• Enter. In Delhi and during his travels In
Europe, Khalid adapted this mode of
performance, which involves playing 'with'

THEATRE
Though 'Foolsong 4 1/2’ has been

performed for school children. It Is not really
meant to be a children's show. It is a
theatrical confrontation of the harsher
realities of modern life through lhc\character
of the Tool*, created during Khalid's slay in
Poland (1986-88) In collaboration with jola
Cynkulls. ’Foolsong', for Khalid, is 'an
ongoing site of research' which has already
undergone several revisions. Since in Ils
present form. It Is not sufficiently distinct from
the IV version to be called V. Il has been
entitled ’Foolsong 4 1/2'.

The fo<4. n common figure In nil literatures
and cultures. Is an archetypal
entertainer-critic. Always a loner, he is at
once nn alien and a critical insider. A
costumed performer even within the
make-believe world of the play, he stands at a
distance from, its happenings and enjoys a
special licence to attack nil Institutions nnd
Individuals. No authority Is too sacred for
him. Being n professional entertainer, he Is
able to convert even the gloomiest aspects of
life Into theatrically enjoyable moments. The
fool’s guise offered many possibilities to the
Idealistic ynung Khalid. In search of a form
which would bridge the gap between him nnd
the people he wanted to interact with. It
would even help him transcend linguistic
barriers nnd communicate through the body.

Khalid had been brooding over the
character of the fool ever since, he had played
the roic of the 'wise fool’ In Shakespeare's
’King Ixrar’ directed by Barry John for his
Delhi-based 'Theatre Action Group.’ Starting
his theatre career In 1974 with TAG. Khalid
played major roles in a wide variety of English
language productions and worked on all
aspects of theatre. A study of the writings of
the Polish artiste. Jerzy Grotowskl. changed
his concept of theatre and he left the TAG
after six years* association with the group to
explore the possibilities of an alternative.

rather than ’for’ people, for urban contexts ns
well, lie has used this mode of theatrical
exchange nut only for Interacting with people
of different cominunitlr.s. but even for
therapeutic purpose, with the mentally III and
the retarded. Based on 'General Tom-foolery'
Khali has evolved two other shows — 'Dance
of the Mirror’ and T'oolshow'.

Ever since he returned to India In 1988.
after n threc-year stay In Europe, during
which time he taught and performed In a
number of countries. Khalid has been louring
the country on his motorcycle, conducting
theatre workshops nnd performing various
versions of his ’Foolsong.’ Until recently he
was the leader of training at the NSD
Repertory Company and visiting professor of
Vocal nnd Physical training nt the National
School of Drama. He has no faith in the
'Universal Actor’ who knows all kinds of
nctlng. (Khalid calls him ’the Klchdl actor’).
he has decided to start a professional group.

Though Khalid has been a solo performer
for several years. Il Is not so much by choice
as necessity. Ills intention has always been to
start a professional group, lie has been In
search of actors who share his concern nnd
are ready for long, arduous training before
they begin performing. Then, there Is the
problem of money, of course. Khalid Is very
particular about where the money comes
from, lie refuses to accept corporate
sponsorship. He docs not like ticketed
performances and hales chasing grants.
Alone, he has been able to survive. Ills needs
arc simple. He carries bls entire home on his
motorcycle mid Is content to wear n motley
dress. He has even gone hungry on many
days. But. a group will need more resources.
Initially, he hopes to earn money by taking
up short assignments abroad Io subsidise the
activity at home. But eventually he hopes bls

group would become self-sufficient. Ilb
eight-member group Will be based hi Bast ar
and even draw some of Ils members from
there.

‘Foolsong 4 1/2' embodies everything
theatre means to Khalid. Ils form mid content
arc subservient to the needs of society. II Is a
medley of images from coiHempornry life.
Though Khalid does not Identify himself with
any particular ideological group, his stand Is
broadly socialist. All forms «»f religious and
political hypocrisy, corruption. violence and
sexual abuse arc targeted for attack. 'I he
melancholic fool sings of many social evils
which have given him pain. Khalid confesses
he Ims not found theatrical expression for
many of them and Is constantly reworking
the Images he presents for better
communication.

With every new version, the Toolsong' has
moved closer to the concept of a theatre
where 'the actor. strlpjied of all but the barest
essentials. Is the sole means of achieving the
theatrical act.* The earlier versions had used
more props, masks, make-up nnd
costume-elements. But now. all these have
been discarded. 'The magic of theatre Is that
Il can be created out of nothing’ says Khalid.
All he needs now for a show arc his fool's
cap. a piece of cloth, a lighted space and nn
nudicncc.

Khalid prefers to stay anonymous among
the audience until it Is time to begin. While
all eyes look eagerly towards the wings, hr
saunters Into the acting area from their midst
and methodically strips himself of his modern
clothes until he stands before them naked
except for a pair of briefs sewn with animal
fur. transformed al once Into the wise fool
and the primitive tribal In his slate of
Innocence. The. graceful movements of the
tribal hunter nnd his Joyful dance arc In total
contrast to the ugly contort ions his body goes
through as he depicts political opportunism.
religious frenzy, sexual violence and the
dehumanising Influence of power and money.
There Is protest against developmental
programmes which have deprived the tribals
of (heir hunting grounds and forced them
Into construction labour.

Unlike traditional mime artistes. Khalid
considers voice (not language) as nn Integral
part of the body nnd employs sound nnd
movements for communicating hh vision of
life. The nightmarish vision which begins
with the loss of the cap ends when the fool
finds his cap nnd dons It again. The gesture
makes one wonder If Khalid is escaping into a
fool's paradise. But he confesses the need to
avoid a gloomy end and hi energise people to
do something about flic world. Besides, the
loss of cap symbolises the loss of wisdom and
the fool regains his balance when he finds II.
The act ends with Khalid tucking the folded
cloth and cap under his arm. pulling on his
everyday clothes and returning lo his sent
among the audience. He Joins the audience in
their applause, as if applauding the art which
has brought about (he moment.

Khalid will be back In the city in a few
weeks time to pci form his Toolsong 4 1/2'
for those children and adult who have
missed the show.

LAXM1 CIIANDIIASIIEKAK
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Going solo with a tragi-comic world view
Khalid Tyabji, whose one-man show today forms part of the Prithvi Theatre
Festival, uses wit to demolish institutions, including corporate sponsorship

By MAHESH RAMCHANDANI

T
he solitary actor has found his
fool's cap and returned from

his nightmare world, which is also
the real world, to melt into the
audience. Foolsong 4 ]/2 is over.
Joyfulncss, the domain of fools,
dreamers and idealists, and per
haps all of us. is the only way to be.
The public has just seen itself and
the rest of society unmasked single
handedly on stage by Khalid Tyab
ji. The hall of funny mirrors is
closed for the day

Tyabji is the joker in the pack
who is all the cards and still the
same, the actor who is all of us —
harried yuppie. motorcycle
maniac, disco-cruiser, pnmped-up
socialite, wannabe rock star, numb
journalist, corrupt politician, re
ligious fanatic, uncorrupted tribal,
exploited worker — and then
himself, a part of the audience.
Alone, with silence and a range of
rounds, he demolishes entire in
stitutions.

“I use sound because sound
transcends the barrier of language...
especially in this country with its
many languages,” says the intrepid
actor, who has been hopping be
tween cities and tribal areas, con
veying his tragi-comic worldview
and cocking his biting snooks at all.
In an age deluged by information
and words. Tyabji’s sounds over
come the gibberish the former have
been reduced to.

" 1 he idea is also to get away
from the cerebral perception, so the
meaning of sound rather than the
meaning of words is important.”
Tyabji has also done away with
mnke-up t>ecnusc he is interested.
as he says, in using the mask that
is the face. Armed with a quick
silver face, a body that's taut but as
flexible as rope, and a long, white
piece of cloth that is transformed in
his hands from machine-gun to

I he face as mas kT’TyaSjT
motorbike handlebar, he guides the
viewer from deep contemplation to
pure guffawing.

The total effort is a result of
training in theatre since ’74, gym-
nastics at the college level, an
abandoned Ph.D. on an esoteric
subject —’before the age of scien
tific thought’ or some such — and
influences that include his teacher
Barr)- John, Badal Sircar and sev
eral others.

It all started, however, with his
regular forays into tribal areas
whose inhabitants he empathises
with strongly. The sounds and
silence onstage, his sparse attire.
his animal-hide loincloth arc sym
bolic of a return to roots, to n lost
paradise. Offstage, in his cotton
kuna and pants and a quaint pair
of leather shoes, the middle-aged
actor resembles members of the
vanishing tribe of Bohemians. ”1
have been performing alone since
’78 in tribal areas where 1 go very 

often," he says. "I would just go
there, a total stranger, and unin-
troduccd. I would launch into my
routine by imitating one of them.”

The imitation would be enough
to break the ice and what often
began as a bit of tomfoolery would,
at times, go on into the night.
Despite their suspicion of
strangers, Tyabji ascribes his suc
cess with them to the fact that
villagers, as also slum- dwellers, are
more receptive to body language.
"It’s because they enjoy the physi
cal sense of humour and are more
active with their bodies,” he says.

Going up to a village he has
never visited before, standing
outside its borders and beating his
drum to draw them out is one of
the things he does often. Tyabji
remembers the time when, in a
village in Orissa, he came upon the
chief with his grandson in the
village square. "The men were out
hunting and the women wouldn't
come out of their homes.” Tyabji
started mimicking the child and
later, with both of them, perfect
strangers, laughing at his antics, the
rest of the village joined in. "They
brought out their instruments. We
drank together, became friends and
1 ended up staying there.”

The same is considered low
humour by city-dwellers and re
jected, he says, because they feel
ridiculed, surrounded as they are
by strangers in the city. It could be
misinterpreted as an act of hostility
but if he docs succumb to the
temptation, residents of Juhu will
get to see him some day tnke his
shot at the morning joggers as they
trudge "sclf-importantly" in
pursuit of the perfect body.

The social satire, however, is not
a weapon for the actor. “I’m trying
to find a more joyful way of 

performing and I want it to be a
combination of both the comic and
the tragic. The audience shouldn’t
leave the auditorium feeling de
pressed, but engaged about what
I’m trying to convey,” he says.

In the range of characters he
unveils, Tyabji also includes
himself, perhaps unwittingly.
"Being human, one is prone to
folly. I smoke, ride a bike, drink
and enjoy dancing myself." he says,
referring to the shallowness and the
machismo of the motorcyclist and
others he takes a dig al in Foolsong
4 1/2. "but the point is the al
titude." And if his caricaturing and
the swipes are perceived as cruel,
then so be it. After all, he reasons.
the blitz of vacuous messages and
the tomtomming of a superficial
lifestyle by the business communi
ty and its arm, the advertisers, does
undermine and negate an alterna
tive and better way of life. "That.
I believe, is cruel and unthinking."
he says.

This is so strongly fell, in lact,
that in a day and age when every
thing. except maybe newborn
babies, are sponsored by some cola
or chewing-gum company. Tyabji
has no intentions of soliciting cor
porate support for his 'future pro
jects, including one which is a
reflection on the tribal situation.
"The values embodied in my work
arc contrary to corporate values.
and I don’t like to advertise a
product as part of my endeavour."
In a festival, he admits, one docs
become part of it. “But I don’t
subscribe to this sort of thing
aesthetically."

The viewpoint is perfectly con
gruous with the universe he in
habits. where they still smoke un
entered Charminars. But a self-
assured Tyabji inlcnds braving it
against lhe tide in his search for
Paradise Lost.



S
HADOWS against tall grey
slabs reaching for the dusk.
A crescent silver moon peej>

Ing through the tall ash oka trees.
Terracona bricks laid out in teas
ing circles for players to trace
their dream steps on. An audience
arrayed in an amphitheatre, silent
In appreciation of the unmasking
of a searching soul at their very
feet And the unasked questions
that teemed the air.

What is a theatrical poem? Can
an individual hold a diverse audi
ence rivetted for a concentrated
•pell of time? Can a script put to
gether from varied volcc> ipcak in
a single tone?

The power and potency of
Khalid Tyabji’s work in progress,
Jn starch of Montr Manush,
premiered recently at Mahesh’s
Studio at JP Nagar in Bangalore.
explored inner landscapes with
daring — and provided a few
answers. With his taut frame.
aureole of grey^streaked hair, and
minimalist garb, Tyabji seemed to
be a man with a mission — to re
turn theatre to Its very essentials.
•tripped of al* trappings that dis
tract.

Poised as a being verging on a
shadow, these "scenes from a
waking dream of a Journey In
search of the man of my heart.”
walked miles with major minds of
•11 time, yoking together gems
from the Upanishads and
Yevtushenko, Tukaram and Paulo
Coelho. Milarepa and R D Laing.
Tagore and Don Juan to form a po
etic chain of thought that
resonated long after the last words
echoed through the ether.

Sure-stepped, steepe-l In pot-try,
Tyabji invested the passages he
traversed with a magnitude that 

was magical. His body language.
wrapped around the versatile lad
der that was his single prop, teas
ed and hammered, veiled and re
vealed, prised and concealed the
inner self, the mask that conceals
the man, the mind beyond the mir
ror.

Whether crouched in a foetal
knot, or ferally balanced and still
chanting atop the top slat of the
ladder, or swinging through circu
lar space with the prop cutting a
swath through the evening air. or
mating with his alter ego as
shadow meets shadow. Tyabji rose
above the immediate, the particu
lar, the Identifiable, to sea Io u spa
tial plane above the tangible and
the mundane.

‘A journey in search of
the man of my heart’

THEATRE

KHALID TYABJI’s work-in-progress, 'In search of Moner Manush,' recently premiered in Bangalore,

explored inner landscapes, discovers ADITI DE. He seemed to be a man with a mission —

to return theatre to its very essentials, stripped of all trappings that distract.

Unlike his earlier success with
Foolsong 4 1/2, this composition
skirted political satire, to dwell In
inner wellsprings that arc the
very fuel of dreamers transformed
into doers. For what’s a dreamer
without a soul? A mere skeleton

without shadow or substance.
And his unusual do-it-yourself

script — self-explorations couched
In Ute dialect of the Interior —
proved its coherence as it was
unspooled.

Bom of a collaboration with his

Questing Idee* find a voice (Photographs. Adil Hussain)

Polish friend Jola Cynkutls — who
was Instrumental in the birth of
Foolsong in 1967 — this work-in
progress now has a "scaffolding, a
script and a physical score," In
Tyabji’s words

But is that enough for a com
plete theatre experience?

It was — even to an audience
brought up on theatre as spectacle,
replete with grandiose dialogue
and ornate costumes and sets. Ow
ing as much to Jerzy Grotowskl’s
pared down Poor Theatre as to the
Natyashastra that recognises the
worth of the actor as "creator, me
dium and Instrument of theatre,"
Tyabji adventures Into the arena
of "the unaided and unadorned ac
tor."

And proves that the actor Is the
theatre, all else Is ephemeral For
through the intense 40 minutes of
performance — Initially lit by
torch beams, later supplemented
by spots — Tyabji wrested the at
tention of the audience by sure de
grees. testing their res|wmsi»s by 

swift changes of mien and mood.
taming his being into subservi
ence to the physical score, con
quering the intimate space
around. Through it all, he proved
that an intelligent mind can Invite
like minds to an encounter that is
intrinsically drama.

Tyabji’s theatrical sense Is Im
maculate. He recognises the cre
ative spark for the Irresistible Im
pulse It Is. As both director and
solo player, Tyabji Is unafraid to
be self critical. Or to reach beyond
the stars. And that Is his basic
strength.

Even In the Incorporation of
Bengali and Sanskrit passages
Into a "mainly English" script,
Tyabji proved that the body and
the mind are the basics of theatre,
communicative beyond words. Ho
owes much to sources of enrich
ment that include Guru Ammnnur
Cbakyar of kiidiyaUam and the
legendary /vur/Gour Kltepa

Like T E Lawrence, who an vs,
' Preamers of the day are danger

ous for they may act out their
dream with open eyes to make it
possible," the evening finally was
a coming together of two dreamers
— Khalid Tyabji who sang the
song of an open road, and play
wright Mahesh Dattani. whose
new studio was the scene of the
its enactment. Aesthetically de
signed. the studio Is an ideal space
for crossdisciplinary "intuitive
expression." As Dattani sees it,
"My particular focus will be on de
veloping new plays by new voices
in the theatre. Workshops for play
wrights. actors, directors will gen
erate a greater awareness of the
nature of exploration In the arts,
rather than seeing an art form as
a successful representation of es
tablished ideas."

What a triumph of the human
spirit the initial fusion nf drcams
at the studio proved tn be. More
•larlng then In the dreamers of the
world May they grow from fan
lasy io inspiration with each suc
cessive encounter

Ba^jo-lore. becowx HeroJd ■ 'V. ,
Stripped to the very oito
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ZaA rr\dAjt inr\ajC5. - -

xjckoloj^ t Sbdokjij | ojvA E’corvonvc

bjivoub Glleae, dw^lorS;

~j>lo^dHfx Mdifesk t^oAsuvs 7Ujif4<(e7Xnx dL'reckd Lvj funs, <xn4

Pruka6k BelaA/oJLis pn>cLcG‘or\ oj Vi'jtxxj Rdkis ‘Credit’Tiftcs .

rOA sfaac (jvursd fY^sdf ska/p ord a.(/Ve.. /

' —(iiourSe/ in n\oi46-nr\eclicx, al Ike Nledia Bcuvoalone;

'^"'Iriedlo Le pari of a, ’fkeake aroixp kefijre -fufTdrJTo-fit^ ’ft MacL

/ft\ "—'Hcxa, (xctej in television sericds

recenH^ in c\ 'kannacla “filnx (vu
vi'7 Deesk);

STomAck aHjJN^n£S
S<d£ Smetc-H



GOPAL &IJU KUMAR

ftojre, ck a roup enzyxaed, ™'ilk Coi

Uftolcrfk& oLrScnW of "fnpTR KcKsk^ap
o£ Mo^|U<rbkod\| CkfoUA ov& parf- of -(Ac ]

tiiWc Jnoup th BonsLcup Af^veaaLcxd c

/i'mA id'cA (dr an /'nA,

dosed and

(M

fifr&... ei/eftz^//^

A A

fYvOfttkS t'Ui th oorVA
rvfcmpo nxr^ dlaftC#
j Stu dud eJenfUftls’

Youftirtf iXftd, perftnmerl

1 ~T^r 5 fvsor\{U Cfwiftd Aft oftifft-

-ror cki (dffiftj iduSwctea-ftr a

nruMjAZiftCj LiCAjclisl.

fteri loofahjorSome
nr\ k/^id irw/o(ved claf\czD(d' nd
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The treasurer shall have full darge of all moneys belonging
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to the trust and shall cause true and accurate accounts to bo knot

of the sums of monsy received and exf’ndod on behalf of the trust
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accounts of the trust properties and income and shall get the

accounts duly audited by a chartered accountant every year.
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