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Rage & Writers’ Bloc


We live in turbulent times. The Indian playwright and Indian playwriting in general is truly in danger of extinction; young writers, tempted by the lucre of television and the lure of cinema, are evading theatre altogether. The few that have stuck to their passion are constantly concerned that their plays will die unperformed on dusty bookshelves. The result – fewer and fewer original scripts. How do young playwrights survive? How do they keep their focus? What impels them to keep honing their drafts, to work on crafting dialogue and characters? How do they keep their dreams alive?

At Rage, we watched the conflict of the young playwright with some interest. And yet, while we were concerned, we were eternally optimistic. The success of Writers’ Bloc 1 (2004), Writers’ Bloc 2 (2007) and Writers’ Bloc 3 (2012) stands testament to our conviction. Writers’ Bloc started out as a unique theatre initiative to discover, train and introduce exciting new playwrights to Indian audiences. The sourcing and training of the playwrights and the festival that follows is a collaboration between the British Council, the Royal Court Theatre, UK, Jindal South West Foundation and Rage.

How does the process work? We ask writers to send us their plays – full length, a one act play, even a scene will do. The bottom line – can the writer craft drama?

The result has always been a deluge of scripts from all over India in all languages – English, Hindi, Marathi, etc. – which we, every three years, with the help of our associates, the Royal Court Theatre, London, then sift through to pick about twelve of the most promising writers. Once this is done, the writers are invited to the idyllic Jindal guesthouse in remote Vasind for a series of workshops to interact with some of the finest theatre professionals from Royal Court – April de Angelis, Carl Miller, Elyse Dodgson, Phyllida Lloyd and Ramin Gray. It is here that the participants nurture the germ of their ideas into full length scripts over a span of a year, resulting in a festival where all the plays are performed. Since 2004, 32 original scripts have emerged from the Writers’ Bloc stable, including the three that have been chosen for this book. These have been staged to great critical acclaim in India and many countries abroad.

About Rage

The Rage trio – Shernaz Patel, Rahul da Cunha and Rajit Kapur – joined forces in 1993. Our vision statement was simple – ‘Do plays without an eye to the box office’. We opened curtains with an AIDS based double header called Are There Tigers in the Congo? The play’s fate at the box office was critical acclaim combined with commercial disaster.

In 1996, came a turning point in our journey when we adapted Herb Gardner’s comedy I’m Not Rappaport for the Indian stage. Re-titling it I’m Not Bajirao, this play about two octogenarians fighting to stay afloat in a ruthless urban world caught the fancy of Indian audiences of every age. The result was ten years of performance, 200-odd shows and the birth of a new Indian English dialect in the theatre.

In 2000, we went ‘musical’. We staged an ambitious production of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Jesus Christ Superstar starring forty actors, dancers and performers.

By 2002, we committed ourselves totally to indigenous theatre with plays like Class of 84, a play about seven ex-Xavierites re-uniting, followed by Pune Highway, a thriller about testing friendship in extreme circumstances and Me, Kash and Cruise, a tale about the changing face of Bombay, over 22 tumultuous years.

Other memorable productions include Girish Karnad’s Flowers, Anuvab Pal’s Chaos Theory, and One on One, an evening of contemporary Indian monologues.

Our focus over the last ten years has been on modern Indian writing and we have built up a formidable audience following, with many of our plays crossing the 100 and 200 show marks. Rage has not only regaled audiences in India, but also in Amsterdam, Antwerp, Dubai, Germany, London, Malaysia, Seoul, Singapore, Sri Lanka and the United States.



International Playwrights at the Royal Court Theatre


The Royal Court Theatre is Britain’s leading national company dedicated to new work by innovative writers from the UK and around the world. The theatre’s pivotal role in promoting new voices is undisputed – the New York Times described it as ‘the most important theatre in Europe’. The Royal Court receives and considers an extraordinary quantity of new work and, each year, presents an ambitious programme in its two venues at Sloane Square in London. In recent years, the Royal Court has also staged productions in New York, Vienna, Sydney, Brussels, Toronto and Dublin. In addition to its high profile productions, the Royal Court facilitates international work at a grass roots level, developing exchanges which bring young writers to Britain and sending British writers and directors to work with artists around the world. The Royal Court Young Writers’ Programme also works to develop new voices with a biennial Festival and year-round development work for writers under 26. The Royal Court’s success has inspired confidence in theatres across the world and, whereas new plays were once viewed as a risk, they are now at the heart of a revival of interest among artists and audiences alike.

George Devine’s 1956 vision of the Royal Court was of a ‘truly international theatre’ and in the early years of the English Stage Company the repertoire included new plays by writers such as Samuel Beckett, Bertolt Brecht, Max Frisch, Jean Genet, Eugène Ionesco, Arthur Miller and Wole Soyinka. Over the last decade the Royal Court has placed a renewed emphasis on the development and production of international work. By 1993, the British Council had begun its support of the International Residency programme (which started in 1989 as the Royal Court International Summer School) and by early 1996, a department solely dedicated to international work had been created. A creative dialogue now exists with theatre practitioners all over the world including Brazil, Cuba, France, Georgia, Germany, India, Mexico, Nigeria, Palestine, Russia, Spain and Ukraine, and with writers from seven countries from the Near East and North Africa region. All of these development projects are supported by the Genesis Foundation and the British Council.

The Royal Court in India

Since 1996, eight emerging playwrights from India have been participants in the Royal Court International Residency which takes place for one month in London every summer, including Anupama Chandrasekhar who took part in this programme in 2000 and Abhishek Majumdar who came in 2011. This participation has been made possible with the support of the Charles Wallace India Trust.

In January 2001, the Royal Court ran a two week residency workshop for writers from all parts of India organized in collaboration with the British Council and the Artistes Repertory Theatre in Bangalore. The Royal Court team (Elyse Dodgson, Dominic Cooke and April de Angelis) also travelled to Mumbai, Pune and Delhi to investigate expanding the work. Following this, in November 2001, nine of the original playwrights worked with a group of directors on developing their plays with Ramin Gray and Hettie Macdonald. Seven of these plays were shown as part of a festival of new writing in Bangalore in October 2002.

Following the success of this project, Phyllida Lloyd and Carl Miller ran a second residency in Mumbai in September / October 2002, this time in collaboration with Rage Productions. The follow-up of this work was led by the same team in September 2003. In April 2004, nine plays were fully produced as part of the first Writers’ Bloc Festival in Mumbai. In June 2005, the Royal Court invited four of the nine writers to work on new plays with us in London. In March 2006, Phyllida Lloyd and Carl Miller returned to Mumbai to work with a new group of writers from all parts of India in collaboration with Rage. Eleven of these plays were produced as part of the second Writers’ Bloc Festival in Mumbai during January 2007.

In Spring 2010, the Royal Court returned to India to start a new project with emerging playwrights from all over India, again in partnership with Rage. This work was led by April de Angelis, Elyse Dodgson and Carl Miller. The team returned to India to continue this work in April 2011 and much of this work will be presented in the 2012 Writers’ Bloc Festival.

Elyse Dodgson

Elyse Dodgson has been a member of the Royal Court artistic team since 1985 – first, as Director of the Young People’s Theatre and, since 1995, as an Associate Director and Head of the International Department. She was the first director of the International Summer School (now the Royal Court International Residency) which she started in 1989, and has produced the Royal Court Young Writers’ Festival (1986-91) and the International Season since 1997. Elyse has co-ordinated play development in many parts of the world including Cuba, Nigeria, Uganda, Mexico, Palestine, Russia, Syria, India and Brazil. She has also edited five anthologies of international plays, all published by Nick Hern Books, from Germany, Spain, Mexico and the Arab World. She was the recipient of the 2004 Young Vic Award and, in 2010, received an MBE for her contribution to ‘international theatre and young writers overseas’.



Foreword Carl Miller


Why on earth write a play in the twenty-first century? Why spend all that time (and it often does take longer than you expect) alone with nothing but your writing materials, piling up sheets of paper that are simply a blueprint for something a bunch of other people might bring to life, converting them to speech, action, movement, light and sound? It’s an odd thing to do, yet people have been doing it for centuries in England, where I live, and for even longer in India, where I arrived a decade ago and began to meet the writers in this collection.

I came to India thanks to a remarkable woman called Elyse Dodgson. There is a stereotype of England and its theatre: emotionally repressed, parochial and unable to communicate except through the buried language of subtext. Although Dodgson is one of English theatre’s treasures, none of that applies to her. She is passionate, vividly expressive and a visionary advocate of playwriting throughout the world. Maybe that’s partly a result of her global roots – as the daughter of Eastern European Jewish immigrants to the United States who made her home in London. But it’s even more to do with a personal vision that has transformed the landscape of new theatre writing in England during my lifetime. During the 1990s, Dodgson had introduced a series of extraordinary plays from continental Europe to London audiences through her advocacy at the Royal Court Theatre. As that work became an established part of the repertoire, her quest went ever wider. She was, for example, convinced that there were playwrights in India whose voices audiences in England could be hearing. So she went to India, and persuaded others to come with her. I was one of the people she persuaded and I will always be grateful, although ten years ago I had no idea what I was getting into…

What you can read here gives you an idea of where Elyse Dodgson’s idea took us. It has been an inspired adventure rather than a pre-meditated process. There is process, often rigorous process. Among the other theatre artists Dodgson has brought to India are the playwright April de Angelis and the directors Dominic Cooke, Phyllida Lloyd and Ramin Gray. Each of them has shared their way of working with writers formally and informally over the ten years since the work began. It would have been unwise, however, to have started with too rigid a notion of what success would look like for this venture. Would it be for writers who have been part of Writers’ Bloc (as the festival of work emerging from these encounters came to be called) to visit the Royal Court Theatre in London; to work on their plays with actors and directors there; to have their plays produced there? Or would success really be for that work to be produced in India? Or for it to go further than one play for Writers’ Bloc and be part of a playwright’s journey to a body of work? Or for it to be more than a collection of individual successes, but a group of writers, actors, directors all wanting to create thrilling contemporary theatre? Would success be a book like this? It is, and so are all the other examples I’ve mentioned.

I shouldn’t give the impression that these ten years have been a constant stream of sweetness, harmony and international understanding. Some of the most striking breakthroughs have come because of clashes of aesthetics and beliefs. I’ve returned from each of my encounters with Writers’ Bloc writers with my ideas about theatre profoundly challenged and in some way shifted. Those discussions have involved huge, fascinating questions. For those of us working within or against a tradition derived from Aristotelian dramaturgy, the possibility of a conflict-less (or maybe more appropriately harmony-seeking) drama is a challenging proposition. Much mainstream story theory derived from Hollywood relies on the idea of a protagonist pursuing her or his goal in a context that presupposes certain assumptions about the individual and the wider world. What are the incompatibilities (and the possibilities) of work derived from secular theatre practice and religious drama?

There are also continuities, however. I have met playwrights passionate to engage with big questions about the world in which we live, how we live in it, and how to explore those dilemmas truthfully in drama. Playwrights like the trio in this volume, each of whom explores in her or his own way how human beings behave with each other under pressure. All of them pulse with a verve for language, but also an awareness of how slippery it can be. Rather than looking (absurdly, impossibly) for a ‘definitive’ Indian play, the joy of Writers’ Bloc has always been its multiple voices, often contradictory and always contrasting. Each playwright in this book asks different questions in different ways, each with a distinctive set of aesthetic choices.

One of the mind-expanding aspects of working with playwrights away from home is exposure to different languages. Sometimes, completely different – there have been plays in each Writers’ Bloc festival in languages other than English, which have worked brilliantly. But even where English is used, it is an English rooted in India. Commentator Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, talking about Rahul da Cunha’s Pune Highway describes his characters’ use of English in the play as the language ‘breaking out and starting out a new trajectory in its unending history’. Da Cunha’s writing reflects the magpie vocabularies of characters able to reach for the mot juste in a variety of languages and registers. In Crab, Ram Ganesh Kamatham hews rhythm and intensity out of contemporary speech, with diction and syntax as tough and sinewy as the physical and mental challenges the characters set themselves, and the world sets them. Farhad Sorabjee’s ambitious Hard Places reflects a confidence that playwrights based in India (or any country) need not stick only to ‘local’ or even national questions. This is a play which takes on the world, packed with the rhetorical energy such big questions can demand: a language of philosophy and debate, interwoven with the tense plotting that could power a thriller.

This work has been possible thanks to the generous support of the British Council. There can be no innocent relationship between British institutions and India, given the history of our two countries, and the legacy of the colonial period. It may, however, now be more appropriate to look at those relationships in the context of a new world order which continues to shift the place of both nations in the world. One irony is that the English Stage Company at the Royal Court Theatre is itself a product of changes after the Second World War which profoundly altered Britain’s internal and external identity. As Empire disappeared, Britain reconstructed itself with a raft of internal changes. One of these was the development of a system of artistic subsidy through taxation, aiming to make culture not just a luxury but available to all. That made possible the establishment of non-commercial theatres like the Royal Court. It set itself up (sometimes a little self-righteously, maybe) in reaction to a commercial theatre which it regarded as more often than not trivial and parochial. The early years of the Royal Court are rightly famous for their commitment to new British writers, but the theatre also staged plays by Samuel Beckett, Bertolt Brecht, Max Frisch, Jean Genet, Eugène Ionesco, Arthur Miller and Wole Soyinka. Since the work in India began, I have been delighted to see Free Outgoing and Disconnect, two plays by Chennai playwright Anupama Chandrasekhar, premiered by the Royal Court adding to that International strand in the theatre’s repertoire. I met Chandrasekhar on that first visit, and together with the writers represented in this book and at the Writers’ Bloc festivals, have learned a huge amount from her about playwriting.

I began this foreword with a tribute to Elyse Dodgson, without whom I would never have met these writers and been lucky enough to witness their unfolding inspiration. I end it with another vote of thanks, to three Indian theatre artists who have taught me so much in the ten years it has been my privilege to know them. Rahul da Cunha is represented in this book by one of his plays, but he is also an impresario and seeker after truth of a kind I feel the early Royal Court would have recognized. Rajit Kapur is a very fine actor, and through his involvement from the very first days of this work has been part of the first readings of extracts from these and many other plays – often called upon to demonstrate a remarkable versatility, from the most poignant scenes of love and loss, to uproarious comedy. Shernaz Patel is no less remarkable a performer – her and Rajit’s acting can be dangerously good in a workshop – she acts a scene so well that any writers can believe something she performs by them is a masterpiece. More than that, however, she is a passionate and endlessly committed advocate for the work of these new writers, and an inspiration to me. As Rage, da Cunha, Kapur and Patel have been driving this work with dedication and panache – without them none of this would have happened.

I arrived in India ten years ago from the UK knowing nothing. My horizons are broader thanks to the writers to whom Rage and the Royal Court have introduced me. I hope that you also find something to expand your mind, your heart and your imagination in these three wonderful plays. With their publication I hope there will be productions of these plays all over the world. I also hope it will inspire people to find out more about the work of these three theatrical talents, and that of the other wonderful playwrights creating contemporary drama in India. I also hope that they will inspire other writers, wherever they are, to pursue the strange but vital craft of playwriting.

Carl Miller
October 2011


Introduction Pragya Tiwari

I almost never know how to begin even the most perfectly thought-out piece. But I persevere and overcome. And when I am done there is still the whole body of it to write. It is hard to say what keeps writers going at their task. They must find the news of the inner world and translate it into words without colleagues or collaborators. They must fashion an immaculate lie to come upon the truth. And the playwright must rely solely on his characters to deliver this truth – create them out of nothing and then ‘penetrate the last wrinkle of their souls’.

The task of the playwright is complicated by other reasons as well. Especially, the Indian English playwright. Theatre in India is a marginalized art form that has only barely and feebly outlived its several and enthusiastic obituaries. There is little money and fame to be gotten out of the enterprise. This greatly hinders growth of the art and the artist. State support – monetary and logistical – is all but non-existent and the little that exists is rendered meaningless by bureaucratic red-tape and the lack of well-thought-out policy. Add to this, there are no institutions that offer courses to train potential playwrights in the craft. But the bigger challenge comes from critics who question the very reasons for the existence of Indian English theatre. Can Indian social and emotional realities ever be truthfully depicted in a language that is not inherently Indian? English does not afford the playwright a range of registers for voices across classes and sub-cultures, but for a lot of urban Indians it is not only the language of their intellectual makeup, it is also their first language – the language that they think and dream in. And while their numbers might be comparatively smaller, they constitute a significant segment of people who drive our polity, policies, economics and arts. English brings together Indians divided by hundreds of native languages and dialects and enhances its idea as a cohesive whole. The endeavors of playwrights attempting to document the human history of the nation as it takes place should so be encouraged wholeheartedly.

Plays transform poetry and prose into the spoken word and resound with its energy. They have the power to engage with their audience with immediacy that can grip them, cajole them and move them. They can bring literature down from its pedestal to the common citizen without robbing it of its integral sheen. But the balancing exercises involved in the process are tricky and there is many a slip between the proverbial cup and the lip.

The search for our own idiom has been a long and arduous journey. In fitting irony, the first known Indian English play The Persecuted, written a long way before independence by Krishna Mohan Banarjea, was a dramatized debate between orthodox Hindu customs and new western ideas. It took the Indian English playwright a number of decades to break the shackles of imitative colonial English and its later avatar – the Babu English. The early attempts to introduce our own slang on stage, which is admittedly neither as rich nor expansive as its British or American equivalents, were rather awkward. Despite the occasional ‘Salaam Sahib’ thrown in, the effort remained largely self-conscious and fruitless. Speaking on stage as we do off it, free from the burdens of iconoclasm, is a fairly recent phenomenon. And like the first sentence of a piece, it is but a small step towards a robust Indian idiom that can yield plays that will survive the test of time.

But the search for truth cannot be adjourned for the want of perfection. As Harold Pinter put it in his Nobel Lecture, ‘The real truth is that there never is any such thing as one truth to be found in dramatic art. There are many. These truths challenge each other, recoil from each other, reflect each other, ignore each other, tease each other, are blind to each other. Language in art remains a highly ambiguous transaction, a quicksand, a trampoline, a frozen pool which might give way under you, the author, at any time. But the search for the truth can never stop. It cannot be adjourned, it cannot be postponed. It has to be faced, right there, on the spot.’

Indian English playwriting is looking for its own truths and ours, but without colleagues or collaborators. The only concerted effort in this direction in recent times has been the Writers’ Bloc workshop organized by Mumbai based theatre group, Rage in collaboration with the Royal Court Theatre, London. Initiated in 2003, this year the workshop ran its third lap. Every three years it invites aspiring and professional playwrights to submit a play and selects a small group from among the entrants to attend a two-week residency at a farmhouse near Mumbai. The majority of these plays are in English but a number of entries in Marathi and Hindi have also become a part of the workshop. During the course of the residency, writers participate in writing exercises, group discussions and avail of individual mentorships to start work on a new idea. In the following months they develop the idea and come back for a second residency to take it closer to completion.

A secluded space cut off from the concerns of everyday life, where you can devote yourself solely to writing, is every writer’s ideal. Adding to the charms of this luxury is the presence of a community. Informal after-hours discussions – sharing mutual anxieties and ideas in a virtual haven of inspiration – enhances the writing experience. But for writers used to their alone-ness this can also be a daunting exercise. To be able to defend your work in the face of peer and expert scrutiny and process feedback from diverse perspectives is no short of an act of courage. In that much, the workshop prepares the playwrights for the challenges of the real world while providing them an idyllic head start to their careers. Molds are broken, certainties are questioned and bonds are forged – all of which outlast the time spent at the workshop and the scripts that come out of it. But the most significant role of Writers’ Bloc, perhaps, is in providing playwrights access to the final pilgrimage of any script – the stage.

Playwrights, unlike other writers cannot simply appraise their work by revising drafts. To know the worth of what they have created, to be satisfied with it and know it finished, they must know not only how it reads but also how it will look and sound on stage. Aspiring playwrights struggle to find directors or producers to take on their work, let alone a channel to receive feedback for a work-in-progress from within the industry. The Writers’ Bloc workshop invites actors to perform bits of the plays being written as part of the review process. The scripts in their final form are taken to some of the best directors and produced for a monthlong festival that runs to packed houses in two of Mumbai’s biggest experimental theatres.

Mumbai, the unofficial theatre capital of India, has kept the latter’s flag aloft. The city can easily boast of numbers of shows that no other place in India – not even Delhi – can match up to. But bearing this mast has been no less than bearing a cross. It is so that the city truly deserves an effort like Writers’ Bloc. It provides a periodic burst of new talent that has had a desired ripple effect. It has created an ambiance that has been encouraging more and more young people to be a part of the theatre. This is a morale booster for directors who have been struggling to hold on to actors lured away by Bollywood’s promise of glamour and money. The domino affect of this change is manifested in other ways as well. Theatre in Mumbai is no longer the bastion of the old guard with unquestionable rules of hierarchy and hand-me-down ideas from the post-independence generation. Its freshly minted democracy and accessibility has the kind of glow that can attract audiences anew. And while it might be too early to announce a renaissance, the excitement is real and palpable and it is dispelling the age-old gloom woven by the unrelenting lack of state support, sponsors, rehearsal and performance spaces.

At the heart of this change are the stories and the reasons why they must be told. Stories that have been bubbling under, distilling meaning from the events of the external world, growing more potent in their confinement. Stories that need to be injected into the chaos of our times lest it overpowers the eternal human spirit.

This selection offers three such stories. Stories that bridge the gap between the personal and the political to take us across the river of reality. History is driven by politics and politics is driven by psychology. The seeds of war are of the same species as duplicity between friends. The tragedy of miscommunication and prejudice; the weakness of the human being and his inherent violence have as much bearing on ordinary lives as they do on the fate of the world. It is in this place, on the aforementioned bridge that the stories here find the bedrock of modern civilization. But their manner has none of the weight of this discovery – it is self-effacing and casual like the veneer of even the most extraordinary days.

Rahul da Cunha’s Pune Highway takes us into a seedy hotel room where three friends, having just witnessed the gruesome murder of the fourth, are holing up, desperate to escape its consequences. This sudden, inexplicable dramatic tragedy exposes the fears and failures beneath the rehearsed ease of middle-class urban living. The noble dream of friendship, of love nurtured over years is ravaged by a morally ambivalent betrayal – subtle, small and damning. The worst aches are those that stain the air you breathe while evading definition. Pune Highway holds a mirror to the fragility of human relationships that conspires with death to render us mortal. Its cloak of humor is a reminder of our cheap rose-tinted glasses that mistake denial for optimism and disregard what is visible but unseen.

Ram Ganesh Kamatham’s Crab hosts four friends in the process of conversations that elude true communication. His protagonists are younger and their youth tells the tone of Crab apart from Pune Highway. In the friction between those who fit and those who don’t; between those who will be philosophers and those who will be kings lies the existential angst of a new generation; looking for purpose and a safe place for the delicate filigree of emotions threatened by the sharp edges of an increasingly concrete world.

Farhad Sorabjee’s Hard Places takes the lines we draw between ourselves, the borders we keep with our loved ones to the physically dangerous borders between countries. A family seeks to escape political history but can it escape personal history? The quest to break barriers, to connect, to make a journey and to rise above all that confines us struggles against the limitations of language and the darkness within, diminishing the lines between the macro and the micro.

All three plays are excellent representatives of a new generation of writing in the theatre. Their characters speak, unaffected, in home-grown, lyrical English. Unlike their ancestors they are not mere manifestations of a social or moral message. Instead they look within, taking on the allegations of individualism. Through the prism of the inward eye, these plays reflect on the political, social and philosophical condition of the world we inhabit. They are proud but compassionate; flawed but unafraid, and they will speak to you in many tongues if you let them. I hope you do.



PUNE HIGHWAY


Rahul da Cunha

About the Playwright

Rahul da Cunha started writing plays in 2002. Class of 84 (2003) traces his years at St. Xaviers College. Pune Highway (2004) challenges the bonds of friendship in a severe crisis. Yasmin Alibhai-Brown writing in The Independent, London, called the play, ‘as powerful and challenging as Look Back in Anger must have been in 1956, or Pinter’s early work’. Me, Kash & Cruise (2008) reflects on 22 years of a changing Bombay. Rahul is writing his first stage musical titled SING INDIA SING. His plays have travelled to England, Washington DC, South Korea, Malaysia, Singapore, Amsterdam, Antwerp and Bonn.
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Pune Highway

Pune Highway was first presented at the Prithvi Theatre, Mumbai on April 16th 2004, produced by Rage Productions. The cast was as follows:



	Nicholas
	Bugs Bhargava Krishna



	Vishnu
	Rehaan Engineer



	Pramod
	Rajit Kapur



	Mona
	Yamini Namjoshi



	Sakharam
	Shankar Sachdev






	Director
	Rahul da Cunha



	Set Designers
	Vinesh Iyer & Nikhil Khadilkar



	Lighting Designer
	Arghya Lahiri & Pushan Kripalani



	Sound Designer
	Mahesh Tinaikar



	Costume Designer
	Yamini Namjoshi



	Production Controller
	Niloufer Sagar
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I’d like to thank my teacher and mentor, Carl Miller for his guidance through the writing process; my friends and partners, Shernaz Patel and Rajit Kapur, for being great friends and fab partners and my stellar cast – Bugsy, Reh, Rajoo, Yams, Shanks and Ash (Ashwin Mushran) – for making my words truly their own and bringing the play to life.

Playwright’s Note

Pune Highway was conceived one morning in September 2003. My mentor Carl Miller’s invaluable insight had been resonating in my head – ‘Read the daily newspapers, hundreds of story ideas will spring out at you.’

The Times of India reported a brutal stabbing on the Mumbai–Pune Expressway. Four young bankers, faced with the terrible dilemma of saving either a friend or themselves, from a gang of highway robbers, chose the latter. It seemed like a perfect set-up for a play – an emotional roller-coaster ride of guilt, fear and terror, over a 90 minute time line.

I looked at the play at two levels. First, as a pure psychological thriller – how do childhood friends react especially when confronted with a serious crisis? But I thought of layering it with a couple of larger sociological issues – how far can a crisis bring up the worst instincts of greed, disloyalty and betrayal in a consumptive society? Have we become more ruthless as human beings, forced to think only about our own survival?

In the course of writing, I explored a new kind of language – a much coarser, modern dialect. My characters swore at one another, conversed in crass Hindi and Indianized English, talked of extramarital affairs, all the while attacking each other’s shortcomings while hiding their real selves from each other. Audiences in India were quite shocked at a play that was so colourful in language and so coarse in characterization and subject. The play travelled subsequently to London, where Yasmin Alibhai-Brown writing in The Independent, London, had this to say – ‘Playwright Rahul da Cunha exposes the degeneracy of contemporary, moneyed Indian society. The crude, pared down English lacks compassion or grace and becomes a metaphor for India’s fast, thoughtless and furious globalization. It is as powerful and challenging as John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger must have been in 1956, or Pinter’s early work. It is English again, breaking out and starting out a new trajectory in its unending history.’

I’d like to think I’ve created a few interesting, but ordinary people, faced with an extraordinary situation.

Cast



	Nicholas Thomas
	A stammering Salsa teacher



	Vishnu Mathur
	An ex-coke addict; Merger & Acquisition specialist



	Pramod Khandelwal
	 A wheeler dealer



	Mona
	Pramod’s girlfriend



	Sakharam
	A waiter




(5 a.m. A seedy hotel room on the Bombay–Pune Highway. In the darkness we hear this conversation. It’s in a car. The sounds of rain and swishing of car wipers. Music blaring from the car stereo.)
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