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Translator’s Note

I met Sunil Gangopadhyay for the first time in 1982, just over thirty years ago.

I was at Ananda Bazar Patrika’s office in Calcutta to meet Nirendranath Chakrabarty, then editor of Anandamela, a popular children’s magazine. Nirendranath Chakrabarty was busy in a meeting so I asked quite casually if I could see Sunil Gangopadhyay instead. Those were the days when anyone could walk into a newspaper office and meet whoever they wanted provided he/she was available at the time. One of the clerks pointed out Sunil-da’s room and I walked in. Sunil-da, who was busy writing, looked up with a frown but asked me to take a seat as soon as he heard that I was a writer – albeit a writer of children’s books – based in Delhi.

Although I had enjoyed Sunil-da’s Sei Samay (for which he was to receive the Sahitya Akademi Award four years later), I was not particularly fond of his other novels. I preferred his poems and short stories, many of which I thought brilliant. And of course I had enjoyed his Sabuj Dwiper Raja (both the novel and its film version) and his stories for children. As we got talking I blurted out the names of some of his novels which I had not liked and told him as much. Instead of taking offence he merely smiled and said that he did not like everything he wrote and didn’t expect his readers to either! I asked him if I could translate some of his poems and short stories. ‘Of course,’ he said.

My translations of a few of his poems appeared in Indian Literature and Heritage magazines a few months later and he asked me if I would translate one of his articles on Tagore. It was the beginning of a spontaneous, meaningful bond, kept alive through occasional letters and phone calls, and meetings at functions whenever he came to Delhi. I translated many more of his poems and some short stories over the years, which were published in various magazines and anthologies.

Yet, I never felt like translating any of his novels as I did not feel close enough or interested enough in them – until I came across Nihsanga Samrat, which I had picked up casually, not really knowing what to expect. I knew very little about the theatre scene in Bengal and even less about the people involved in it. Sisir Bhaduri was no more than a name to me; I merely knew that he had been an actor of repute. But once I started reading the book I was fascinated, enthralled and unable to put it down. Even though the novel did not have the wide canvas of Sei Samay, Nihsanga Samrat brought to life another era, as it did the celebrities who had been mere names before, and Sisirkumar Bhaduri, the ‘lonely monarch’, seemed more real than anyone I had met in person. Sunil-da’s writing breathed life into every scene, every sequence, and I loved the crisp dialogues that rang true and sounded so convincing.

I collaborated closely with Sunil-da on all my translations of his work and normally called him up if I needed any clarification. Nihsanga Samrat has many quotations from poems and as I have always been rather finicky when it comes to translating verse (feeling strongly that the feel and music of the original should be retained even in translation), I told him that it was beyond me to do justice to some of the poems by Tagore. He said, ‘Translate as much as you are comfortable doing. It need not be the whole extract, just enough so people understand which poem we are talking about.’ I had asked him if he liked the lines I had translated. ‘Yes,’ he had said, and had concluded his reply (dated 8 December 2011) with the words, ‘Kaajtake egiye niye jao’ (proceed with the project).

That was his last letter to me. I really wish he had lived to see the work completed.

Swapna Dutta

December 2012, Bangalore

Postscript: Normally a translator’s note should not require a postscript. But as Nihsanga Samrat is the chronicle of an important era and mentions several celebrities whom people outside Bengal might not know, I felt I should include here a few words about some of the important personalities and the time when these celebrities were around in relation to the protagonist of the book, Sisirkumar Bhaduri (1889–1959).

Michael Madhusudan Dutt (1824–1873), a famous poet and dramatist especially remembered for his blank verse.

Dwijendra Lal Roy (1863–1913), poet and playwright.

Gaganendranath Tagore (1867–1938), a self-taught artist who founded the Indian Society of Oriental Art with his brother Abanindranath Tagore in 1907. He was Rabindranath Tagore’s nephew.

Chittaranjan Das (1870–1925), a revolutionary freedom fighter, affectionately called ‘Deshbandhu’ (friend of the nation).

Abanindranath Tagore (1871–1951), artist and writer; also the principal founder of the Indian Society of Oriental Art. The younger brother of Gaganendranath, he too was a nephew of Rabindranath Tagore.

Saratchandra Chattopadhyay (1876–1938), one of the most popular and widely read Bengali novelists.

Satyendranath Datta (1882–1922), poet, often described as ‘the wizard of rhymes’.

Rakhaldas Bandopadhyay (1885–1930), a historian of repute.

Jamini Roy (1887–1972), one of the first ‘modern’ artists.

Manilal Gangopadhyay (1888–1929), writer and editor.

Narendra Deb (1888–1971), poet and playwright.

Hemendra Kumar Roy (1888–1963), editor and writer, who later became famous for his adventure and fantasy stories for children.

Kalidas Roy (1889–1975), poet.

Sunitikumar Chattopadhyay (1890–1977), linguist, educationist and litterateur.

Srikumar Bandopadhyay (1892–1970), scholar and writer

Dilip Kumar Roy (1897–1980), musician, musicologist and writer.

Kazi Nazrul Islam (1899–1976), the ‘rebel poet’ of Bengal.

Achintyakumar Sengupta (1903–1976), writer, part of the literary movement known as Kallol.

Premendra Mitra (1904–1988), writer and poet, who also belonged to the Kallol group.

Budhhadeb Bose (1908–1974), writer, poet and playwright, also part of the Kallol group.
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Dol Purnima, 21 March 1924

Manilal alighted from a horse-drawn carriage in front of a double-storeyed house near Maniktala. A man of refined taste, just past his prime, he was dressed in a yellow silk panjabi, an exquisitely pleated dhoti from Shantipur and a stole slung over his shoulder. On his nose was a pince-nez and his hair was carefully styled in the latest fashion. A steady drizzle since the morning had made the roads somewhat slushy. As Manilal headed towards the door, carefully holding up the ends of his dhoti, his smart Moroccan leather sandals were splattered with mud.

After a few knocks a servant opened the door. Recognizing Manilal he said, ‘Please come in, sir.’

‘Where’s your Baro Babu?’ asked Manilal, stepping into the drawing room. ‘Has he gone out?’

‘Oh no. No sir. He’s fast asleep,’ replied the servant.

Manilal whisked out his round gold watch from the tiny breast pocket of his panjabi and looked at the time. It was nearly half past ten.

His eyebrows shot up. ‘Still asleep?’ he asked, surprised. ‘Where’s Ma?’

‘She’s inside, slicing betel nuts. Would you like to see her? She’s done with her morning pujas.’

The small central courtyard inside had a tap that carried water from the Ganga. It was used for washing dirty dishes. From the enormous pile of unwashed utensils it was easy to guess that the family was a large one. A maid sat scrubbing the utensils with tamarind and ashes.

Across the courtyard, in her room, Kamalekamini sat on her four-poster bed. She had lost her husband about a decade ago. Although she was dressed in white and had gained some weight she still looked extraordinarily beautiful and regal. Her sons called her ‘Queen Victoria’ behind her back. Her fair complexion was indeed something to write home about. Of late her rheumatism had made her somewhat immobile so she seldom stepped out, reigning over her large domain from her room. But she remained well-versed with all that happened within the house down to the minutest detail. Even now, everyone in the household had to take her permission at every step, even while choosing ingredients for a vegetable curry. Kamalekamini sat slicing betel nuts with a deft hand and placing them on the newspaper spread before her. A gleaming container of betel leaves stood beside it. Manilal realized that whenever he had seen her earlier he had found her similarly occupied. Obviously, the household required an enormous quantity of betel nuts!

Manilal removed his sandals and stepped into the room. He bent down and touched her feet, which were the colour of sandalwood paste. ‘May you live to be a hundred,’ said Kamalekamini, blessing him in a muffled voice.

She looked at him and asked, ‘How did you manage to come? It’s Dol today! Didn’t the boys dunk you in colour?’

‘I came in a horse-drawn carriage. The revellers aren’t out in the streets yet. Besides, it’s raining.’

‘Take a seat, dear. How’s Aban Babu?’

‘He’s fine, as always. Hale and hearty,’ replied Manilal, still standing. ‘I was told Sisir is fast asleep although it’s so late. He isn’t ill, is he?’

‘Oh no, he isn’t,’ said Kamalekamini, ‘but you know how he is. There are times when he doesn’t sleep at night and goes to bed at dawn. I wonder what happened last night. I heard him roaring like a lion and muttering poetry to himself as he paced up and down. I can hear him quite clearly down here, especially when he recites miles of poetry and strides along the balcony upstairs. But I couldn’t make out what he was saying as it was all in English. When I woke up last night, at around half past three, I could still hear him pacing up and down, mumbling verses. I have no idea when he finally went to bed.’

‘But I need him to come with me right away,’ said Manilal. ‘Can’t somebody call him?’

Kamalekamini opened her large eyes wide. ‘Goodness! Don’t you know what his temper is like? Who’s going to risk confronting him, knowing full well that he’s likely to get his head bitten off or a tight slap across his cheek?’ she asked.

‘May I give it a try, Ma?’ asked Manilal.

Kamalekamini burst out laughing. ‘Yes, please do,’ she said, ‘you could give it right back if he tries to shout at you.’

Manilal touched her feet once again and walked out of the room. Looking around, he spotted a servant nearby and called him. ‘What does your Baro Babu have in the morning when he wakes up? Tea or coffee?’

The servant stood quietly for a moment and sheepishly said. ‘He isn’t likely to wake up now.’

‘I’m asking you whether he drinks tea or coffee,’ said Manilal in a stern voice.

‘Sometimes he asks for a glass of bel juice. But mostly he has coffee.’

‘Very well then. Make two cups of coffee and bring them upstairs. Quick!’

As Manilal climbed the stairs he met Bishwanath, a slim man, dressed in a dhoti and vest. He joined his palms to greet Manilal and said, ‘Dada isn’t up yet. He went to bed well after dawn so he isn’t likely to wake up before mid-day.’

‘I’ll deal with him,’ said Manilal, ‘but please make sure you’re there on time. In fact, you’d better go with a little time to spare – definitely before four o’ clock. Who is going to fetch Deshbandhu? I hope that has been arranged.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Bishwanath. ‘Tara will be going. Deshbandhu has said that he does not require a car. He will come in his own. But someone should accompany him.’

Manilal went up the stairs. A long veranda had a row of rooms on one side. On the other side, above the railing, hung a few bird cages. Faint sounds of voices came from inside the rooms. The door to the room at the end of the veranda stood ajar. A short flight of steps led to a smaller balcony below. A mango tree grew right next to it, its branches so close that in season, one could pick the mangoes from the balcony itself.

Once, someone in the family had died in his sleep and his body had to be removed after breaking the door open. Ever since, no one bolted their doors at night and they remained loosely shut. The door to Sisirkumar’s room swung open as soon as Manilal tapped on it. The bed, evidently meant for a single man, was not an elaborate four-poster. Thirty-five-year-old Sisirkumar, Kamalekamini’s eldest son, lay on his back, fast asleep. He had inherited his mother’s complexion but not her perfect features. He had a strongly built body and was wearing a silk lungi with a silk vest. A muga coverlet lay beside him as the nights were still a little chilly. But the sleeping man had either not bothered or not felt the need to use it.

Manilal stood still for a few minutes in the room. There were books everywhere, spilling out from all sides. The racks on the walls were full of them. There were books on the floor, books under the bed and books scattered on it as well. A few books had their pages open. Manilal knew that here was a man who could not live without books, not for a single moment. Although he enjoyed speaking to people, there were times when he felt lonely; only poetry and literature were his companions then. One glimpse at the room was enough to make an onlooker realize that it had not received a woman’s caring touch. The servants were not allowed to touch his books either. Manilal wondered for a moment whether he had been right in dragging this man from the world of letters into the world of theatre. But it was far too late now. An arrow once released could only charge ahead whether it managed to hit the target or not.

Manilal did not need to call. Sisirkumar’s eyes fluttered open, and he shouted groggily, ‘What is it, stupid? Who asked you to come in here? And how dare you wake me up?’

‘No one asked me,’ Manilal replied in a firm voice. ‘I came on my own. Besides, it’s unhealthy to keep awake all night and sleep during the day. Get up at once.’

Sisirkumar crinkled his eyes and looked pointedly at the speaker’s face. He sat up with a jerk. ‘Mani! Why are you here so early in the morning? What’s wrong? Is anyone dead?’

‘No one’s dead and it’s not early morning,’ replied Manilal. ‘It’s a quarter to eleven. Get ready, quick. We must leave right away.’

‘Where do we have to go?’ asked Sisirkumar, sounding bewildered.

‘I heard you were up all night,’ said Manilal. ‘How many bottles did you finish?’

‘Not one, believe me,’ said Sisirkumar rubbing his eyes. ‘I didn’t drink a drop last night.’

‘Sounds too good to be true,’ said Manilal. ‘Bravo, if you really mean it. Excellent! I’m aware of your will power, Sisir. Now get ready quickly. We have no time to lose.’

‘But where are we going?’ asked Sisirkumar again.

‘Really, Sisir, don’t you remember what day it is? We have to go and check if everything has been arranged properly. They are supposed to supply the new lights around noon.’

Sisirkumar stretched and yawned, and got off the bed looking vexed. He rubbed his chin and realized he hadn’t shaved for two days. Looking towards the wall he said, ‘Just stop it!’

‘Stop what?’ asked Manilal, astonished.

‘We are not having the opening ceremony tonight. Cancel everything. Arrange to refund all the tickets.’ Then he lit a cheroot without even washing his face.

Manilal slumped into a chair. ‘What are you saying, Sisir? Have you gone crazy? Everything has been finalized already. The entire city is plastered with posters and I doubt if there’s an empty wall anywhere. It’s the first show of your own group! Deshbandhu Chittaranjan is going to light the ceremonial lamp and the hall will be chock-full of distinguished guests.’

‘And what, I ask you, are they going to see? Do you think I am going to make a fool of myself?’ shouted Sisirkumar.

‘Don’t worry, it’s going to be a hit,’ said Manilal. ‘We’ve invited Krishnachandra Dey to sing. And we’ve asked Nazrul Islam, who’s quite a name these days, to recite some of his poems.’

‘Rubbish!’ said Sisirkumar. ‘The audience will expect to see Sisir Bhaduri act. When they realize that I’m nowhere in the picture and there’s not going to be a play at all, won’t they be furious? They will throw stones. They will break chairs! Did I join the theatre for this? To present a bunch of sentimental songs, irrelevant dancing and nonsensical weeping and wailing? This is cheating, pure and simple, I refuse to be party to it! I shall not be there tonight. To hell with the show! You’d better stick a notice on the door of the theatre announcing that the show has been cancelled.’
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Flashback

Sisirkumar Bhaduri, scion of a declining zamindar family, had been a hero to his friends from his early years. Bright, handsome and sharp-witted, he was a brilliant student though not an attentive one. He read far more than the others but was not particularly keen to be among the toppers. He took up teaching at the Metropolitan College after completing his Masters in English and was very popular with his students. They would listen to him spellbound when he recited from Shakespeare. He was equally adept at reciting in Bengali.

Sisirkumar loved acting right from his student days. He would often participate in amateur plays put up at the University Institute, in English as well as Bengali. Once, Rabindranath Tagore himself came to see Baikunther Khata (Baikuntha’s Diary), one of his own plays, being performed. That was before he received the Nobel Prize. After the performance he had asked one of his companions, ‘Who is that lad who played Kedar? Watching him on stage made me envious. It’s a role I was once famous for.’

Sisirkumar had played the lead in a number of plays during the six years he had taught in the college. Then he gave up teaching and joined the theatre as a professional. Until then no other man as highly educated and well bred as him had become a professional actor. This was partly because of the notoriety connected to the world of theatre. The actresses were from the red light area. The actors were mostly uneducated and given to various vices. In fact, one of the prime reasons for Sisirkumar joining this sordid world was his ardent desire to cleanse the stage of its stigma and make it integral to the nation’s culture. He wanted theatre to be instrumental in shaping and redefining popular taste as had happened in many other countries.

Girishchandra, the undisputed king of Bengali theatre, had passed away in 1912, leaving the stage virtually bereft of talent. Now, in the handful of theatres that remained, the footlights flickered dimly. There were hardly any plays or actors left who could attract audiences. Dani Babu, Girishchandra’s son, was the sole star of the day. Dani Babu was neither as educated as his father, nor did he have the same command over literature or culture. But he had a marvellous voice, deep and rich with feeling. His success as an actor came from inherited talent rather than careful training.

Sisirkumar had taken many risks when he opted to leave the classroom for the stage. He was not bothered by the disrepute associated with the stage. His anxiety was about his friends with whom he spent a considerable amount of time. They belonged to well-bred, highly educated families and had impeccable taste. Would they cut him out now that he belonged to a different world? Some of his classmates – Sunitikumar Chattopadhyay, Srikumar Bandopadhyay, Kalidas Ray included – had supported him. Saratchandra, the famous novelist, had encouraged him too. And, most importantly, his mother, although reluctant at first, had finally consented to his joining the stage. Had she been unwilling it would not have been possible for Sisirkumar to pursue his dream.

Sisirkumar’s first stage appearance had been in the role of Alamgir on the Cornwallis Stage at Madan Theatre. He had earned quite a name for himself during his days as an amateur. His portrayal of Alamgir was absolutely breathtaking, almost supernatural in its perfection. The entire city was spellbound. The general view was that no one had seen such a brilliant performance before. It was in a different league from Girishchandra’s kind of acting.

After witnessing the first show, Achintyakumar Sengupta, a young writer, had told his friends, ‘See, I have witnessed three remarkable moments in my life. The first was a raging storm. The winds were so strong and the rain so heavy that night that it seemed as though Doomsday had arrived. Many of us were too frightened to sleep. But when I opened the window the next morning I found the rain had stopped, leaving behind a world that was clean and pure. A gentle breeze blew while the sun rose in the eastern sky. I had never witnessed such a magnificent sunrise before. The second was when I visited Jorasanko early one morning. I was waiting when Rabindranath, freshly bathed, appeared at the door. I was spellbound by the sight of his radiant figure. He looked almost ethereal. The third and last one was when I saw Sisirkumar on stage playing Alamgir. My heart missed a beat. He was brilliance personified. What a broad forehead and amazingly confident voice! I have heard a great deal about Girish Babu’s and his contemporaries’ brilliance. But this time I heard some of the older members of the audience remark that Girish Babu could never sweep the audience off their feet the way Sisirkumar could with his presence.’

Calcutta wore two different faces on the night Alamgir was performed for the first time. One glittered with lights and the other was in total darkness. The Prince of Wales was visiting India and the rulers and their sycophants were in the mood for celebration, while those steeped in nationalistic fervour were in the mood for resistance. Most houses of north Calcutta were in darkness. No vehicles plied on the streets. Many of the roads had been blocked using dustbins as barriers. The performance of Alamgir had not been stopped because it had been widely advertised. Besides, theatre was a significant part of the nation’s culture. Many spectators arrived in the auditorium well in advance and waited in front of the building since early evening. As a result, the hall was packed to capacity. The audience included luminaries like Gaganendranath Tagore, Abanindranath Tagore, Dilip Kumar Roy and Satyendranath Dutta.

Although subsequent plays staged at Madan Theatre were popular and successful, Sisirkumar began to face opposition from its managers. Sisirkumar was finicky about all aspects of a play’s performance, from stage design and lighting to the seating arrangement in the theatre. He disapproved of crudely painted backdrops and believed they should be replaced by realistic and historically relevant ones. For instance, Bhuiyan Raja in Alamgir was supposed to be a poor man, a farmer despite being a raja, so his palace too should be portrayed as a humble one befitting his situation. Hence the set, on Sisirkumar’s insistence, resembled a delapidated. One day Rustomjee Dhotiwal, J.F. Madan’s son-in-law, visited the sets and was livid when he saw the unusually simple backdrop. ‘Rubbish! Are people going to be shown this rustic set-up when I have spent lakhs to keep this theatre going?’ he said. He sent for Hussain Baig, the painter, and shouted at him. ‘Change all of this right away and make it bright and gleaming, with a touch of gold,’ he ordered.

Another day, when Sisirkumar was rehearsing a new play with a few others, he heard Rustomjee telling someone, ‘These Bengalis are perpetual liars. One can never depend on them.’

The remark enraged Sisirkumar. He confronted Rustomjee immediately and asked, ‘What is it that you just said about Bengalis? How dare you?’

Rustomjee’s demeanour changed at once and he said, ‘I didn’t mean you, Bhaduri-ji. You are an asset to Bengalis.’

‘You have insulted our race,’ roared Sisirkumar. ‘You’ve been bleeding Bengalis dry in your drive to make money and yet have the audacity to criticize them! I shall not continue here even for a day. Goodbye.’ He dashed out of the premises with Rustomjee following close behind, rubbing his hands nervously. His profits had touched the sky ever since Sisirkumar had joined his theatre. He had no intention of losing his golden goose. ‘Listen to me, Bhaduri-ji, just listen to me please,’ he pleaded. ‘I apologize for what I said.’ But Sisirkumar did not stop. He quit his job without a second thought.

There followed a phase of unemployment. He could not go back to teaching either. He regretfully told his friends that he could not possibly continue to act in Bengali plays by catering to the whims of non-Bengali businessmen. How can one pursue an art without freedom?

A few days later he received an offer from a film company. The film was based on Saratchandra’s Andhare Alo (Light in Darkness). Sisirkumar had acted in films earlier but was not particularly comfortable with the medium. He found the process too mechanical, with far too many interruptions. There was no scope for acting at a stretch or feeling the role. But Sisirkumar agreed to play the lead and also directed the film along with his childhood friend Naresh Mitra. But his heart belonged to the theatre. Yet, who would give him the opportunity? He had realized by now that it would not be possible for him to work under anyone else. It would hurt his ego too much. But that’s the kind of man he was!

He sought refuge in books.

Literature soothed his heart and obliviated his resentment and frustration if only for a short while. Sometimes, he did not even need books. He knew a great deal of poetry by heart, especially the poems of Michael Madhusudan Dutt and Rabindranath Tagore, Shakespeare and Shelley. He could also reel off pages from the plays of George Bernard Shaw. Sisirkumar’s colleagues in college often remarked that although he came to college dressed like an Englishman he was a true Bengali at heart. He taught English literature but his soul revelled in the poetry of Rabindranath.

Sometimes Sisirkumar went to watch plays by others – Chandragupta at Minerva Theatre, Karnarjun at Star Theatre, and so on. He watched actors like Ahindra Choudhuri, Durgadas Bandopadhyay, Naresh Mitra and others ride the crest of popularity. He saw Dani Babu play the role of Alexander in Manomohan Theatre. Deprived of the arclights, he merely sat amidst the audience now.

One day he heard that Bisarjan (The Immersion) was to be performed at First Empire, directed and performed by Rabindranath himself. Sisirkumar immediately bought tickets and went to see the play with his friend Aleek.

Bisarjan was totally different from a professional stage play. The actors and actresses came from well-to-do families. The audience, too, was entirely different. There was no racket, no pandemonium, and the stage design was simple and tasteful. Rabindranath, at sixty-two, played the role of the hero Jay Singh and swept the audience off its feet. Besides his acting, which was breathtaking, the production of the play was superb.

The role of Aparna was played by a lovely young girl who was as beautiful as a fairy. It was not just her looks that made such an impact. Her accent and delivery were as flawless as her graceful movements. Sisirkumar learnt that she was Ranu, the daughter of a scholar from Kashi, whom the poet held in great affection.

As he watched the play Sisirkumar said to his friend, ‘If only we could have a heroine like this girl and I could have a theatre group of my own …’

When the play was over Aleek said, ‘Come, let’s go and meet the poet and touch his feet.’

But Sisirkumar refused. ‘No, I can’t,’ he said. ‘Who am I? I’m a nobody now.’

After a year of waiting Sisirkumar had his next chance, not on the stage but in an open-air arena.

Christmas was round the corner. A grand fair-cum-exhibition was being planned at the Eden Gardens. The organizers felt that it would be great if there could be a play as well. A Bengali ICS officer was the chairman of the entertainment committee and he was reluctant to have a professional group performing. He knew Sisirkumar well from his days as a lecturer and invited him to take charge instead. It was decided that for a satisfactory remuneration Sisirkumar would not only select the play and the actors but also take charge of the entire production.

Sisirkumar now formed his own theatre group. He decided to take a handful of inexperienced but promising youngsters – including Manoranjan Bhattacharya, Jogesh Chandra Choudhury, Rabi Ray, Jiban Ganguly, plus his two younger brothers, Bishwanath and Tarakumar – and train them himself. It was not possible to get any actresses from good families so he had to recruit professional actresses like Prabha, Nirada and Shefalika. The play selected was Sita by Dwijendralal Roy.

Once again, like a magician, Sisirkumar cast a spell on his audience from the very first show. Thousands of people flocked to see the play, ignoring the other attractions of the fair. A makeshift stage was set in the middle of the field but that didn’t deter anyone. Rather, they came to watch again and again! Many felt that here was a true hero come at last to enrich the world of Bengali theatre. Sisirkumar in the role of Ram did not appear to be a superman or a demigod. On the contrary, he depicted Ram as an ordinary man devastated by the grief of losing his wife and unborn children. The agony and anguish in his voice echoed in the hearts of the viewers long after the play was over.

The play was originally scheduled to be performed for three nights, but on public demand it continued for twelve nights although the fair had already concluded.

Sisirkumar’s friends now advised him to rent a hall and continue to perform independently. Obviously, he was not cut out to knuckle under anyone. He had made some money during the show in Eden Gardens. Some of his friends also came to his aid. He discovered that Alfred Theatre on College Street was lying empty. He took it on lease and named it Natya Mandir, thereby starting a new practice of giving theatres Indian names. Until then it had been the custom to name theatre halls in English. National, Great National, Bengal, Royal Bengal, Star, Emerald, Minerva, Classic and so on. In keeping with the Indian name the rows of seats at Natya Mandir were also numbered in Bengali letters – ka, kha, ga, gha – instead of A, B, C, D.

Since Sita had been a success they decided to inaugurate the new theatre with the same play. Sisirkumar edited the play a little and rehearsals began once again. Everyone worked feverishly as the inauguration date had been announced already. Then disaster struck. A formal permission had to be sought from the copyright holder of a play and the fee for the permission paid before it was performed professionally on stage. D.L. Roy, the author of Sita, was no more, and Dilip, his only son and the current copyright holder, was away touring Europe. Dilip was a close friend of Sisirkumar. He was sure getting permission from Dilip would not be a problem. But the proprietors of Star Theatre chose to play dirty. It was well known by now that Sisirkumar was about to launch his own troupe. His popularity was already sky-high. The other groups were madly jealous of him and were determined to stop him at any cost.

Dilip Roy returned to India from France by ship and took a train to Calcutta. The proprietors of Star had already found out about the day of his return and were at Howrah Station to receive him. They garlanded him as soon as he got off the train. Then their leader said, ‘We would like to perform Sita at our theatre. Everything is ready. All we need is your permission. If you kindly sign the contract we can have our first show this Saturday.’

Dilip Roy was astonished. ‘But what about Sisir? I was told that he had performed Sita magnificently at Eden Gardens. Doesn’t he want to stage it anymore?’

‘Oh no, he doesn’t. We’ve heard that he’s currently busy with another play. He was supposed to perform at Eden Gardens for just three nights, but he carried on for twelve without even taking your permission. But he isn’t interested any longer. It’s a shame to leave such a brilliant play unperformed. We are determined to take it on and raise it to the top slot without making any compromise on expenditure,’ the man said.

Dilip Roy glanced at the group and saw his cousin Nirmalendu Lahiri among them. He was an amateur actor and performed occasionally.

Dilip Roy looked at him and asked, ‘Are you a part of this group?’

Nirmalendu nodded.

Someone among them said, ‘He is our top star right now and will be playing the lead.’

They whisked Dilip Roy home in their car. The contract was ready. Before Dilip Roy could give it a second thought after his long journey they got him to sign on the dotted line, giving them permission to stage Sita for the next one year and promptly paid him a royalty of four hundred and fifty rupees.

Sita was really and truly ‘abducted’!

Sisirkumar went to see Dilip Roy the very next morning. ‘How could you do such a thing, Dilip? My group is a brand new one and Sita was to be the first play to be staged in my new theatre. How could you give Star the rights without once asking me?’

Dilip Roy was astounded. ‘How could this be? They told me categorically that you were no longer interested in performing Sita; that they were absolutely ready with it and wanted to launch it this week itself.’

Sisirkumar took out a handbill from his pocket and handed it to Dilip. It said:


NATYA MANDIR

(Old Alfred Theatre)

(Phone No. 1731 Burrabazar)

Proprietor: Sisirkumar Bhaduri

Our opening show will be inaugurated by the honourable Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das. Natya Mandir has been newly renovated in keeping with the high standards of contemporary performing arts. Infused with fresh ideas and concepts and a pool of fresh acting talent, we present theatre enriched with music and dance. We cordially invite you all, patrons of art and culture in Bengal.

Opening night

21 March 1924, the evening of Dol purnima

Our first offering to the people of our country

SITA

Ram will be played by Sisirkumar Bhaduri




Dilip Roy turned pale as he read the handbill. ‘Twenty-first March! That’s just five days away. What a shame!’

Then he turned to Sisirkumar and said, ‘They have lied to me, you see. It is a betrayal of faith. How could anyone be so selfish? Or stoop so low? Sisir, this is going to mean a huge loss for you.’

Sisirkumar’s fair face had turned red with anger. He could not bring himself to speak and clutched a paperweight tightly in his hand as though he would crush it.

Dilip Roy, deeply overwhelmed with shame, spoke in a shaky voice. ‘Believe me, my friend, I didn’t have the faintest clue. I have returned home after such a long time. I was not aware of what has been happening. They expressed such a sense of urgency … They had brought along my cousin Nirmalendu with them so I did not think they would lie so blatantly. If you feel that I did it for the sake of money, come with me to Star at once and I shall cancel the agreement. Let’s go right away.’

Prabodhchandra Guha, the manager of Star, was chatting with Apareshchandra, the acting coach, and some others in his room. They were still elated by the success of their trick and were discussing Sisirkumar. If he didn’t manage to stage Sita after incurring so much expense, he would be totally ruined! Besides, people would slander him ruthlessly for his failure. However, despite their claim the previous day, Star was not yet ready to put up Sita.

They had never imagined Sisirkumar would come there himself and were completely taken by surprise.

On the way to Star Sisirkumar had warned Dilip Roy not to get into an argument. He should just find out if anything could be done or not. And Sisirkumar had no intention of losing his temper.

He refused to sit down despite being asked to, and stood behind the chair that Dilip Roy had taken.

‘What you told me yesterday was untrue,’ said Dilip Roy. ‘It was Sisir who performed Sita at the Eden Gardens. So the right to stage it again should belong to him before anyone else. In fact, you never told me that Sisir had already finalized his plans to inaugurate his theatre with Sita. You haven’t even begun your rehearsals yet. Then why did you make me sign the contract so hurriedly?’

The manager tried to make light of it. ‘Such things happen often in all professional groups,’ he said. ‘Haven’t there been countless tussles in the past with Girish Babu’s plays? In fact, many times Girish Babu has penned plays for one group while he worked with another. Why make an issue of what happens in our world all the time?’
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