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TAMIL FOLK DRAMA

The Tamils of Ceylon have a rich heritage of folk arts, especially of folk drama. Folk
drama, which was once a vital element in the community life of the Tamil people, seems
to be on the eve of extinction today.

Our social surroundings are so much revolutlonised during the last century, that
a number of old social institutions have lost much of their social value. Under the
colonial regime, it has been the fashion with the educated to condemn everything
that savored ‘indigenous’. Folk drama offers perhaps the best illustration. Itisin a
moribund condition primarily because it has been denied the social status it once
enjoyed by the sophisticated society of today.

[ have been doing research into our own dramatic tradition for the last nine years.
In the course of this research, I had to study the Indian and Sinhalese folk dramatic
forms and the folk dramatic forms in other parts of the world, especially in Japan.
A study of the Sinhalese folk play has revealed that we possess a common heritage
in drama and music.

One of the Sinhalese dramatic traditions is certainly taken directly over from the
Tamil folk drama-this is what is called the Sinhalese Nadagama.

INFLUENCE

The earliest Nadagamas were translated into Sinhalese from Tamil originals,
though later works drew their themes from sources nearer home. The language of
the early Nadagamas also shows considerable Tamil influence-in fact their language
is a peculiar mixture of Sinhalese and Tamil words.

The verses are in Tamil metre, the common metres used being Viruttam. Innisai,
Kalippa, Kavi, Kochchakam, Venpa and Parani. Mostly, all the melodies are of South
Indian origin, but Sinhalese singers dropped the Tamil intonation and method of
voice production when they sang them.

The original Tamil tunes must have undergone slight changes and absorbed
something of the genius of the people in the hands of the Sinhalese musicians and
poets.
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It is therefore clear that the Sinhalese and Tamils have a common heritage in
drama and a study of the folk drama of the Tamils will. I am sure it draws the two
communities together more closely.

The intelligentsia of modern times have more or less concluded that the Tamils
have no dramatic tradition worth talking about, that the new dramatic tradition has
to be built on the basis of the Western play.

MISTAKEN

This is a mistaken idea, because the existing dramatic tradition is a folk tradition
- though not in a refined state-and its conventions and styles have not been so
obvious to people.

Moreover, modern plays with stage, lighting devices, curtains, sets, and décor
fascinated the people and created the impression that the type of play was real theatre.

For, in the Tamil Nattukuttu, the folk play, there is no décor, no sets, no furniture,
or no change of scenes.

The Nattukuttu is usually performed in a circular mandapam; the floor is raised
from the ground level by means of earth or sand. The audience sits on the bare
ground outside the mandapam around the circumference. Two people hold a piece
of cloth (as a curtain) as each actor enters the stage from behind. The actor remains
standing behind this cloth while Annavi, the Presenter, introduces him to the audience.
After this introduction, the cloth is removed, and the actor enters into full view of
the audience.

When educated people saw this type of play, they thought that this was primitive;
that a real play was to have sets, décor, chairs and tables, curtains, etc. This notion is
quite wrong, because in folk drama they did not have sets scenes etc as the conventions
were made in such a way as to do away with those things.

IMITATIVE

Change of scenes and actions are indicated by abhinaya or by other techniques.
For example, chariot flight, picking of flowers, watering of plants, etc are portrayed
by indicative gestures and by music.

Let us assume that we want to represent a person going in a boat and crossing a
river. In modern drama, you could bring something like a boat and have something like
real water, but for folk drama, this is unnecessary and out of place. This is indicated
by miming or imitative gestures and other such devices.
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Imagination is the essence of an art form. People do not come to see a real flight
or a real journey across the river. They come to see drama, and that is where, again,
we have to redefine our concept of drama.

DANCE

Our common word for drama is Nadagam, the root meaning of which is dancing.
So, our conception of drama is primarily as a dance. This is evident in such idioms
as nadagam adinan-Kuttu adinan, he danced a play. The word adinan gives not only
the meaning of acting but also of rhythm-the representation of the whole action
through rhythmic motion.

Through the English word ‘drama’ also goes back to the meaning ‘dance’, yet in
the European Theatre now acting is distinct from dancing. But this is not so in our
Theatre. Our conventions still remain closely connected to dance.

[t is a mistake for us to think that the ancient dramatic forms are dance dramas,
and that the only dramas are the modern dialogue plays where people come and sit
on chairs and drink tea-that this type of drama is the only drama.

The essence of drama consists in rhythmic movement, in representing a thing
in rhythm.

This is a definition and a kind of drama which is connected with our entire cultural
pattern and should not be lost sight of. We are heirs to a symbolic theatre and that
is pure theatre.

PURE THEATRE

Even in Europe the tendency now is to get back to the idea of Pure Theatre. They
have begun to realise more and more that naturalism in the theatre is something
which has been stolen away by the film.

Once you have the film as an art form, you do not need naturalisation in the theatre
because the film can do that much better. In the theatre, you can bring all sorts of
gadgets onto the stage, but you cannot convince people very much as you can in a film.

So why should we bring these gadgets on the stage? We can use symbols. The
province of the theatre and the province of the film are clearly different. That is why
now more and more in Europe and America there is a tendency towards symbolism,
a tendency towards stylization and the use of music and dance movements.

DEFECT

Of course, the defect in Tamil drama as well as in Sinhalese drama and in the films
has been that we have not combined these in an artistic way.
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[ have seen many folk performances in Batticaloa. These last for about ten hours.
After two or three hours, while the performance is on, people go out for dinner or
short eats. By that time, only one act would have been covered. Besides, when a star
actor comes on the stage, some of the minor actors go for a drink, come back after
some hours and then start acting again.

So, the defect has been that we have not combined these elements of dance,
song, costumes, lighting etc., into an artistic unit with the dramatic element as the
predominant one. If we have the dramatic element as the predominant feature, we
can always make use of music, dancing, poetry etc., to make the dramatic experience
richer.

Our fault has been that we have used them indiscriminately so that the real
dramatic element fades into the background. People come to listen to the song or to
see the dance and not to follow the play. If we study the craft of the folk drama more
artistically and evolve out of the elements existing in the folk drama the techniques
and conventions necessary for modern theatre, then we would have worked out the
basis on which we can build the Tamil Theatre.

FUTURE

The task ahead is, therefore, one of assimilation and interpretation rather than
imitation. Schools can play a leading role in initiating the young children into this
art. Developing folk drama at that level would help the coming generations to take
up this art form as an integral part of their culture and not as a museum piece.

Therefore, the role of the Education Department is a very important and responsible
one. Annual competitions may be a sure incentive for more production.

At the adult level every effort should be taken to popularise this form and
popularisation demands adaptation of modern methods. Makeup is one department
where the old should definitely give place to the new. Costumes should be elegantly
designed so as not to hamper the movement. Shortening the duration is another
essential factor. Deft handling of lighting will increase the dramatic effect of the play.
From my own experience of the productions of Karnan Por, [ am quite convinced
that with modern makeup and careful handling of lights, we can make the folk plays
irresistible in their appeal.

POPULARISE

But this is not enough. The people who have long forgotten their cultural heritage
should also be educated. Radio, the most popular form of entertainment, should be
used to the utmost to achieve this purpose.
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[ would strongly urge that the present practice of relegating and confining the
nattukkuttus to the rural programme should be given up and a more positive approach
should be adopted. Radio can perform the useful function of recording traditional
folk dramas and broadcasting them as standard ones. The technical details of dance
and music can very well be explained over the radio.

Every effort should be made to build a good library of folk recordings. The useful
services rendered by the former Tamil Drama Panel of the Arts Council of Ceylon in
arranging such recordings and broadcasting them should be continued.

More enterprising and imaginative producers should take new themes for
presentations. Folk drama today is essentially religious and puranic in its theme. It
does not touch on the needs of the present society. A change in theme is essential.
It is only with such a change that the drama would have some meaning to the actor
and the audience.

The first step in this direction may be interpretative production. Themes depicting
the struggle of native heroes against the imperialists may be well exploited at the
start and later present-day themes can very well be executed in this drama. The
course that is discernibly seen in the development of the Sinhalese Theatre should
be of some guidance to the Tamil producer.

Again, by the revival of such a society as the Folk-Lore Society of Ceylon, something
positive in this field could be achieved.

(Condensed from a paper read at the Seminar on Ceylon’s Contemporary Theatre,
held under the auspices of the Sangitha Natya Sangam of Ceylon)

The Ceylon Daily News 1963 July 29
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JAFFNA UNIVERSITY, TAMIL YOUTHS LINK
WITH NATIONAL LIFE

The Vice-Chancellor of the University of Jaffna, Prof. S. Vithiananthan, delivering the convocation
address at the Veerasingham Hall here on Friday, said the national question had worsened as a
result of successive governments attempting to solve the nationality problem within the confines

of higher education.

The chancellor of the University Mr.V.Manicavasagar, retired Supreme Court
Judge, presided.

Adverting to his 35-year experience as a university teacher who had moved
closely with students of all nationalities and creeds, he said, “ In a situation where
they could not distinguish between class motivations and communal demands and a
context wherein they could not expand the intellectual and physical resources of the
universities, successive governments decided to link up the question of the identity
of the community with the number of those seeking higher education.”

“Once that decision was made, concepts like standardisation, district quota and
quota for backward areas were used as instruments to achieve that aim.”

He said the opinion might differ if it was argued that the Tamil problem was really
the problem of those Tamil youth who had been denied the chance of higher education.

But there would be no disagreement whatsoever if it was stated that the Tamil
problem had been made acute by those Tamil youths who had been denied higher
education.

“In this whole web of complexities, I think the University of Jaffna has a role to
play. Under the present circumstances, the University of Jaffna is perhaps the most
important channel through which young men from the Tamil-speaking community
capable of handling national responsibilities would enter national life.

The proposed University College of Batticaloa, too, would acquire that statue.
But that would take some time. Right now;, it is the University of Jaffna that can play
thatrole, and it is important that those who are in charge of higher education in this
country take this fact into serious consideration “Prof. Vidiyanathan added.
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Calling on the national leaders to understand the role of the University of Jaffna in
the national life of the country, he said it was obligatory on the part of those teaching
and studying to realise their three-fold responsibilities.

First, the university should not be alienated from the common man. Second,
students should be trained to take up national responsibilities while being firmly
rooted in their own traditions. Third, Jaffna University should not lend itself to the
isolation that could result from communalism.

Friday’s convocation at the Jaffna University - left the Chancellor’s procession
on Its way to the venue of the convocation. The Chancellor of the University Mr. V.
Manicavasagar, retired Supreme Court Judge, is seen here under Paddukkudal flanked
by ‘alavattam’ bearers. Also in the picture are Prof. S. Vithiananthan, Vice-Chancellor,
Mr. K. C. Logeswaran, Register, Dr. R. Pararajasegaram At right is the procession of
graduands (Picture by Jaffna Cor)
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