BADAL SIRCAR AND BEYOND:
THIRD THEATRE NETWORK IN WEST BENGAL,
1971 — PRESENT

SANDIP DEBNATH

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI
NEW DELHI, INDIA

APRIL 2022



© Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IITD), New Delhi, 2022



BADAL SIRCAR AND BEYOND:
THIRD THEATRE NETWORK IN WEST BENGAL,
1971 — PRESENT

Dissertation submitted by

SANDIP DEBNATH

of the

DEPARTMENT OF HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
under the supervision of

ARJUN GHOSH

in fulfilment of the requirement for the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

to the

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY DELHI
NEW DELHI, INDIA

APRIL 2022



CERTIFICATE

This is to certify that the thesis entitled “Badal Sircar and Beyond: Third Theatre
Network in West Bengal, 1971 — Present,” being submitted by Sandip Debnath to the
Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IIT Delhi) for the award of the degree of “Doctor of
Philosophy,” is a record of bona fide research work carried out by him under my supervision

and guidance and is in conformity with the rules and regulations of IIT Delhi.

He has fulfilled all the requirements for the submission of this thesis which has, in my

opinion, reached the required standard of fulfilling the requirements for the degree.

To the best of my knowledge, the material contained in this thesis has not been submitted, in
part or in full, to any other University or Institute for the award of any other degree or

diploma.

Arjun Ghosh

Professor

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences
Indian Institute of Technology Delhi

New Delhi

India

Date:



n the service of humawitg,,.

Also, to those who believed in wme and my worke
andl

those dreamers who still differentiate vesearch from degree,

1



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Every research has a bitter-sweet story behind it. Here is a glimpse of the green-room
of this one. Continuing for more than a decade now, the list to express gratitude seems
unending. I will try to keep it as short as possible. Hope you will bear with me.

For the humankind, this is a terrible moment in the history of recorded time. As such,
it necessitates this unusual acknowledgement to begin with. But for the emergency and steady
assistance of several friends, colleagues, physicians, and my supervisor over the past few
months since I got seriously ill with CoVid-19, I would not have been in a state to make the
present submission. As I was stuck alone with my family apart, they could not help but only
worry. My sincere gratitude to Professor Shreesh Chaudhary, Professor Anup Gupta, and my
treating physicians, especially Dr. Manoj Kumar and Dr. Pranjali Gupta. I thank GLA
University, Mathura which has extended me all possible facilities while I was not on their
rolls. My heartfelt thanks are also to those who assisted me throughout this period in
managing my daily chores, either providing me with food, transportation, medicines, and the
like. My friends, colleagues, and well-wishers, especially Ramanjaney Upadhyay, Yogeshwar
Dwivedi, and Akash Dutta, apart from helping me out in various ways have also provided me
crucial moral support during this period.

This project has been conducted with the generous fellowship and grants I have
received from Indian Institute of Technology Delhi (IIT Delhi) for five years and, now,
beyond. I heartily thank the institute for the same.

I really do not know how I may sufficiently thank my supervisor, Professor Arjun
Ghosh. It has been my privilege to work under him. Not only have I learnt from his erudition
and his persistence for perfection, but also by observing him at work minutely. Moreover, it is

not often that academic rigour meets the warmth of collegiality. He is an exemplar in that

iii



regard. While my academic introduction to him was through his works almost a decade
earlier and five years back he became my guide, now I feel a close familiality. To me, now, he
is Arjun-da, in letter and spirit.

I express my gratitude to the members of my research committee at the Department of
Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT Delhi. I thank Professor Sanil V. for agreeing to chair
and Professor Angelie Multani for being the internal expert. I thank Dr. Anita E. Cherian of
Ambedkar University, New Delhi for giving her consent to be the external expert in the
committee. Their comments, suggestions, and criticisms offered me perspectives and clarity,
before it was too late.

I also thank all the faculty members of the Department for opening up the horizons of
genuinely interdisciplinary research. I especially thank Dr. Simona Sawhney for kindly
allowing me to sit through her course. I recall with humility the numerous discussions that
several of them have encouraged outside the ambit of their classroom and, thus, have
nourished me with much food for thought.

I am also indebted to Dr. Soumyabrata Choudhury of the School of Arts and
Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University for allowing me to credit his course “Movements
and Concepts in Performance” and, further, offering me his critical insights on my research
proposal and leading me to several key references. This opportunity also brought me in
contact with the fellows of the Department, especially Arun, Reyaz, and Venky
(Venkateshwar), who have been very helpful friends ever since.

CoVid-19 has imposed lockdowns and restrictions. At present, I feel lucky enough to
have joined the Department when it was bustling with academic and co-curricular activities
all around, when we could engage in hours of discussion (sometimes leading to debates) over

food and drinks, especially over the evening tea/coffee. I am also reminded of our collective

v



efforts when we voiced our opinions and grievances, as students and as concerned citizens. |
fondly recall my friends at the Department and in the Institute, especially Late Alan Stanley,
Angarika, Debarshi, Debottam, Jatin, Jyotirmay, Lalita, Mriganka-da, Neha Singh, Nikhil,
Preeti, Rajdeep, Ravi Chakraborty, Ravi Prakash, Rituparna Kaushik, Rituparna Sengupta,
Riyaz, Robin, Sandip Dutta, Sania, Satanik, Shinod, Siddharth, Suchismita, Sumallya, and
Urooj among many others, with much nostalgia.

I am grateful to the Third Theatre activists, all of whom have been extremely
supportive. Without their active support and access to their personal collections, I would
never have come to know the existence of many documents as they are not available in the
archives. I especially thank Late Kalyan Ghosh, Debashis Chakraborty, Dulal Kar, Jayanta
Roy, Manas Das, Sumit Biswas, and Uttam Pramanik. I also thank Probir Guha, Sanjoy
Ganguly, and Supriyo Samajdar for allowing me to participate in their workshops.

I convey my earnest gratitude to all the respondents of Anya Kantho, Ayena, Badal
Sircar Natyocharcha Kendro, Brihi, Chena Adhuli, Drishyantar, Indian People’s Theatre
Association (Kolkata), Pathosena, Sangjog (Jadavpur), Satabdi, and Tirandaj. They have
conversed with me and responded to my inquiries for hours together. I must also especially
thank my economist friends Angarika and Kingshuk who have discussed with me at length on
relevant concepts, specifically that of the Middle Class. Angarika has also been kind enough
to give a rather long interview on her understanding of the Third Theatre as a student-
audience at the Loreto School, Sealdah. Panchashila Majumdar, despite her difficult health
conditions, graciously agreed for an interview as did Apurba Roy, amidst all of his
engagements. I thank both of them. While I could not conduct an interview with Samik

Bandyopadhyay owing to his sudden deterioration of health in June 2019, from the three



short face-to-face conversations I have had with him, I have been able to gather certain hints
and references which were useful for my study. I thank him, heartily.

I thank the students of Rishi Bankim Chandra College, West Bengal State University,
and Aliah University, for taking the pains of responding to my queries and the questionnaire I
had circulated. I also thank the faculty members, especially Dr. Shubh Brat Sarkar, Professor
Sipra Mukherjee, and Dr. Sharmistha Chatterjee from the respective institutions for being
extremely supportive and for allowing me to interact with their students.

Access to archives, online or offline, pose one of the greatest challenges to research in
India. And this is true even for IIT Delhi which stands as one of the best research institutions
in India, and even though it is located in the national capital. However, the inter-library loan
facility through DELNET have been quite a help. In such a situation, publicly accessible
online resources made available under Creative Commons license, have been crucial. For this
research, I am highly indebted to Natya Shodh Sansthan, Kolkata. I specifically thank
Chhanda Samaddar, Krishna Mukherjee, Dhruba Sengupta, Shibu-da, and Raju-da for their
prompt and constant support. Natrang Pratisthan, New Delhi; Sahitya Akademi, New Delhi;
Sangeet Natak Akademi, New Delhi; School of Cultural Texts and Records, Jadavpur
University have also provided me useful resources. I thank the librarians of the Central
Library and the Library of the School of Arts and Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University for
allowing me access to the dissertations submitted to the University and were under embargo.
I also thank Rahul Sen of Paschimbango Natyo Akademi Library and Ratri Chattopadhyay of
Shantipur Sanskritik for giving me copies of some out-of-print journals.

That I have continued to pursue academics as a career is because of two people, both

of whom I had met during my Masters. One of them is Late Professor Manju Dutta Gupta and

vi



the other is one of my best friends, Sayantan Roy Moulick. I feel fortunate to have known
them closely and that they believed, and convinced me to believe, in my academic potential.

The members of my family are indeed a blessing. My mother has always been an
inspiration to me — through her work, through her presence, and in her absence since 2007.
My gratefulness for my father’s unwavering faith in me is inexpressible through words and I
do not really know how to thank my wife, Saswati, either. This work is as much of her as it is
mine. For all these years of research she has stood by me. Braving the struggles all alone, she
has provided me the conditions favourable in fulfilling my academic pursuit. I could not have
even started this research without their support.

The people mentioned in these pages, and many more whom I could not specifically
acknowledge here in this already overflowing section, are remembered in deep gratitude and
in fond memory. I am the one who should be held responsible for all unintended errors

herein.

vii



ABSTRACT!

Over the last five decades Third Theatre has become a distinct and recognisable
cultural force as a non-party Left free theatre movement, especially in Calcutta (Kolkata since
2001) and across several districts of West Bengal, India. However, existing studies on Third
Theatre have primarily focused on Badal Sircar and the group he had established — Satabdi.
This work, in contrast, brings to the fore the collaboration among the Third Theatre groups at
various levels — preparation, performance, and outreach. The study also takes into
consideration the audience patrons, who stand in support of the “movement” and, thus, form
a part of the network. As such, my study presents a critical enquiry of that which has hitherto
remained outside the purview of literary and theatre studies concerning the Third Theatre,
during the lifetime of Sircar and even afterwards.

This dissertation offers an insight into how this theatre network functions and the
nature of collaboration. Drawing references from Third Theatre workshops, performances,
archival records, interviews, discussions, and the like, I demonstrate that both intra and inter-
group collaboration is essential to this theatre movement. The groups not only perform
together, organise theatre festivals, and invite the allied groups to perform in the localities of
each other, but they produce plays collaboratively, provide support as replacement casts, and
also conduct workshops and study-circles together. The strength of Third Theatre, therefore,
generates not from any particular individual or group but the organisation, the network. The
intrinsic “familiality” renders its imprint on the Third Theatre productions and also
transforms their cultural activism into a “movement.”

Hence, 1 argue that the network supports the Third Theatre Movement

organisationally and aesthetically. Moreover, it is through the network that the Third Theatre

1 The Hindi version which follows is a translation of the English original. In cases of confusion, this will
prevail.
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groups gain their “political” identity, an agency, as well as a legitimacy. This, in turn, enables
Third Theatre to stand as a cultural force behind the people’s movements. Thus, while being
embedded within a larger socio-political and cultural framework, I contend that Third Theatre
does play an agentive role as a weapon of social transformation, however minimal that be in

the grand schema of affairs.
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NOTE ON DOCUMENTATION, TRANSLITERATION, AND
TRANSLATION

This dissertation follows the “Notes and Bibliography” format of the seventeenth
edition of The Chicago Manual of Style. Any variation from the same has been followed
throughout the dissertation.

The usual spelling of names of persons and familiar words/phrases, in English or
otherwise, have been retained. Other spelling variants used for the references in Indian
languages have been noted in the Appendices. I have used “a” for “long a” and “o0” for the

e
1

lip-rounded sound variation in Bengali (Bangla). Other than that, “T” and “G” have been used

({3441
1

to refer to the longer counterparts of “i” and “u,” respectively.

Texts originally published in Bangla, English, and Hindi have been referred to in their
first language of publication, alongside their translations, when available and if required.
Translations of all such texts have been done by the author from the original, except where
noted otherwise. For texts originally published in Sanskrit, the original texts have been
referred to but the standard available English translations have been used and noted likewise.

For texts originally published in any other language, only their English translations have been

referred to and used.
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