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TPAS at 40 
 
A Forty Year Journey: the remarkable tale of TPAS, a vibrant  
Tamil theatre group for the Tamil community in the U.K. and beyond 
It's origin, growth, programs and impact 
 
Eswaran Selvaraja 
Boston, USA 
 

From its little-known origins, TPAS (Tamil Performing Arts Society) has moved out of its homeland and 
reborn and grown as an important creative venture of theatre for expatriate Tamil community of Greater 
London. With a phenomenal record of many adaptations and new scripts (more than 150 productions in all) 
over the last forty years, the founders have made an unprecedented   imprint on the history of Tamil 
theatre. Its major creative periods have been mostly in Sri Lanka and the U.K. with guest performances in 
cities of Europe, Canada and Australia. Besides stage performances, the group is actively involved in 
training young and old members of the community to broaden the appreciation of theatre and music and 
have a resource base for theatrical productions. The legacy of TPAS will be a great story for all and an 
inspiration for many. 

 
"The theatre is the only institution in the world which has been dying for four thousand years and has 
never succumbed. It requires tough and devoted people to keep it alive" 
 
John Steinbeck, American writer, "Once there was a war" 
 
The roots of TPAS (Tamil Performing Arts Society) go back to the seventies in Sri Lanka. Forty 
years ago a very devoted group of young theatre enthusiasts began experimenting with well 
known adaptations of renowned stage plays firstly to play for a curious urban community and 
later to an uninitiated and province-based Tamil audience. The formative years of TPAS, 
however, posed numerous challenges, particularly because of the entrenched characteristics of 
the Tamil theatre. Against all odds and avoiding the escapist approaches of Tamil cinema and 
its replication of sorts -- claimed as stage plays -- TPAS made a pioneer effort in laying the 
foundation for a series of Tamil plays which conformed to conventions of theatre. In the past, 
Tamil theatre at its best was based on folk and mythology. But there were few takers of that 
tradition in modern times in spite of its richness. Recognizing such an environment and viability, 
Balendra and Anandarani made a conscious decision to offer an alternative to untheatrical 
performance groups and their listless creations. Tamil audience in a phase of discovery 
particularly through adaptations such as Glass Menagerie and The Exception and the Rule 
which opened a new world of drama. 
 
Encouraged by the surprising success of their maiden efforts, Balendra and Anandarani made a 
lasting commitment to their creative endeavor of production and promotion of Tamil theatre. 
Their message spread, productions grew and audience increased. A trailblazer of Tamil theatre 
TPAS had arrived. 
 
But as the Sri Lankan society at large went through a dismal phase of racial conflict, innovators 
and endeavors of all kinds in the Tamil community were badly hit. Disruptions and uncertainties 
of life forced the founders to move to the U.K. Though regrouping was unrealistic, re-creating a 
U.K-based cast and crew was the feasible option. Moreover, with a growing expatriate Tamil 
community, TPAS found a new creative environment and talent despite the critical survival 
needs of the participants and audience. Nevertheless the sequence of production resumed in 
1983.  
 
Playwrights of recognition and plays have remained minimal. Paucity of Tamil scripts suitable 
for quality theatre, required adaptation of some of the best plays in the west: Glass Menagerie, 
Waiting for Godot, Tempest and many more (Playwrights - Bertolt Brecht, Ibsen,Pinter, Alexei 
Arbuzov among them). Thanks to TPAS, now there are several translations, mostly by volunteer 
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translators, available to any theatre group. A major goal of TPAS has also been the promotion 
of innovative playwrights in Tamil and their plays, one day, may rise to the rank of plays of 
Broadway, the West End or India's regional theatre.  
 
While the creative interests translate into stage plays, the production and continuation of plays 
face significant financial and operational struggles even for a single one act play. 
 
"All the world may be a stage, but theatre is a tough way to make a buck." 
Kevin Brass, Wall Street Journal, 3, Nov. 2014. 
 
This observation relates to a well-established sector of performing arts in the west. Still 
predominantly an amateur operation, Tamil theatre has not reached, unlike the mainstream 
theatre groups in the west, any financial viability. But TPAS is not even close to becoming 
profitable financially. Considering the Tamil audience in any country, filling the seats has been a 
major problem. In reality, as producers would confide, they continue to self-finance their 
productions and depend almost entirely on volunteers as cast and crew. Irrespective of financial 
disincentives, there has been a growing interest and participation in theatre because of a large 
population of London area Tamil residents. Such Tamil communities with similar interests and 
trends are also in Toronto, Paris and Melbourne, where TPAS has received invitations and 
found responsive audience. TPAS did not forget Jaffna or Batticaloa. (Events and activities in 
Sri Lanka are given in the List.) With these accomplishments alone, one should acknowledge 
the tremendous artistic and cultural contribution of TPAS throughout its incredible forty-year 
journey. Yet one may see the group only as a niche of committed people for quality plays. But 
that situation shall come to pass with more groups coming on stage for more musicals, some 
tragedies and many comedies. 
 
In addition to developing and encouraging the creation of interesting scripts and adaptations, 
TPAS has paid significant attention to reach out to enroll novices, students and potential actors 
through workshops and discussions. Such workshops include role-playing, improvisations and 
character analysis. Some of the most promising participants are Tamil children in secondary 
schools who get scripts from children's theatre and perform their own versions for fun and 
entertainment under the guidance of Anandarani. 
 
How did TPAS succeed in producing so many plays and workshops? (Please see a complete 
list of productions, events and activities elsewhere in this brochure.) A strong spirit of 
volunteerism has been the mainstay of TPAS, which is not dependent on grants, donations or 
funding sources. But participants from different skills for the theatre and age continue to play 
various roles and provide assistance until the last day of performance. The enthusiasm of the 
volunteers has been so remarkable and enduring, some of the participants who joined as young 
adults are still continuing to participate even after marriage. And many well-wishers, playwrights 
and media personnel offer invaluable advice and assistance. 
 
Highlights of TPAS 40 celebrations are as follows: 
a. Amaithi Poonga a play by Johnson Rajkumar 
b. Athu  a play by London Tamil Youth 
c. A condensed version of The Glass Menagerie 
d. A collection interesting scenes drawn from some of the popular plays staged by TPAS 
 
TPAS has shown an impressive track record of good theatre and educating the community to 
identify and appreciate quality theatre. The group has a strategic vision for the future. Such a 
vision and its creative outcomes, in the past and for the future, will be a lasting testament to the 
artistic mission of TPAS.  
 
Let's wish the TPAS at 40 many years of creativity, a bounty of talent pool, interesting 
scripts and growing audience.  
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169 a High St North, East-Ham, London E6 1JB
Tel: 0208-470-8818, Fax: 0208-475-0131, Mob: 07769 748409

Email: ratna@ratna.co.uk Web:  www.ratna.co.uk

With best wishes 
from 

Ratna & Co Solicitors
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 WELFARE MATTERS
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557 HIGH ROAD, WEMBLEY, MIDDLESEX, HA0 2DW

TEL: 020 8795 0648020 8795 0648  FAX: 020 8795 0649  MOB: 07831195979
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Sri Lankan & Indo Chinese Cuisine

Bed and Breakfast

Function Room

Beer Garden

Shisha Bar

Ample car park

407, London Road, Mitcham, Surrey, CR4 4BG, United Kingdom.

020 8648 4868
www.casuarinatree.com Info@casuarinatree.com


