
Laura Nash

3131 Tangley Ave.

Houston TX, 77005

Dear Ms. Niedzeliski,

Thank you for hiring me to be a dramaturg for Sudraka’s The Little Clay Cart (Mrcchakatika) to prepare you for your role of Vatantasena, the courtesan.  As I understand, the production will open on July 6, 2004 in the 92-seat Main Street Theatre.  I find it fascinating that a small regional theatre in Houston, Texas is mounting a production of a Sanskrit masterpiece.  The small space should add authenticity to your performance.  Sanskrit theatre adapts well to theatre in the round because original productions relied on little or no set.  Troupes carried props and sets with them to different locations, staging their dramas in courtyards or simple halls.  The theatre also draws an adult crowd that will be mostly unfamiliar with Sanskrit drama.

You mentioned some apprehension about your troupe’s ability to control the attention of a Western audience for an extended time, as well as the audience’s comprehension of the new conventions.  For example, your translation by A. L. Basham describes it as a comedy in ten acts.  Alice Crowley mentions this difficulty in her book The Neighborhood Playhouse: Leaves from a Theatre Scrapbook, a text that mentions the Playhouse’s research when producing The Little Clay Cart.  The troupe details a visit to India and their reactions to an authentic production of The Little Clay Cart that stretched for two weeks.  However, Basham’s translation/adaptation includes several “slight alterations” and abridges portions of the dialogue, even occasionally omitting incidents.  It is important to remember that act division does not necessarily coincide with length; in Sanskrit drama, it is merely a shift in subject matter and mood, as the divisions between the movements of a symphony or dance.  Your text does not include scene divisions, so it may be easier to think of each act as a separate scene.

In addition, you requested information on training your voice and body.  Sanskrit actors train beginning in childhood to master the complex, stylized system of movements and expressions.  However, great headway can be made in the next few months if you understand the basic tenets of Sanskrit drama in relation to The Little Clay Cart.

To be successful in Sanskrit theatre, you must understand the basics of the Natyashastra, the great treatise on dramaturgy in Sanskrit by Saga Bharata.  Contemporary Western theatre typically relies on realism from the Stanislavsky school of thought, focusing on need-driven character analysis and actions driven by want.  In contrast, the Natyashastra emphasizes specialized movements in a four-part technique stressing dramatic expression through stylized words, facial expressions or gestures.  All these techniques help to explore each character's inner complexities according to Sanskrit.  The original purpose of Sanskrit theatre was not to perform realistically but to emphasize the spiritual aspects of life and bring the audience closer into harmony with the universe.  The actor projects and communicates the meaning of the play through four kinds of histrionic representation. They are angika (a physical representation through the movement of hands, fingers, lips, neck and feet), vacika (through speech and song), aharya (through costume and make-up) and sattvika (the entire psychological resources of the actor).  A good source for additional study on the subject is Studies in the Natyasastra: With Special Reference to the Sanskrit Drama in Performance by Ganesh Hari Tarlekar, which includes a chapter on The Little Clay Cart specifically.   Of all these techniques, the sattvika is the easiest for Westerners to understand because it consists of character analysis.  However, it is important to remember that even this character analysis focuses more on control and stylized representation than realism.

For example, one Sanskrit theatrical convention only appears in Western theatre in melodramas—the swoon.  This convention is essential to your performance because you faint when the report of the robbery in Charudatta’s house leads you to fear for your lover’s life, then later you swoon twice more in the final scene.  According to Henry Wells, Hindus believed that a swoon was a pause in excitement when the spirit rests, recuperating their powers.  In Sanskrit texts, actors or actresses who swoon transition from an emotional climax to a ritualized, choreographed movement.  A good image to keep in mind comes from the traditional origins of Indian drama, the puppet play.  In moments of extreme emotion, puppet-masters would let the strings loose and the puppet would lie limp.  The swoon comes from this movement, and therefore is more presentational than most emotional displays in Western theatre.


Another new technique to focus on is pantomime, which is much more common in Sanskrit drama than in Western theatre.  Your most difficult pantomime is a literal pantomime horse that you must stroke and pet onstage.  

Although mime is certainly different than pantomime, the revered French mime Claude Kipnis wrote a comprehensive instructional book on the subject called The Mime Book.  Though he includes several exercises on specific body movements and illusion, its most useful section is a portion on isolation.  Isolation is the ability to move or hold fixed any single part of the body while not engaging any other part of the body, which will also prove useful when using stylized gestures.  I recommend a Viola Spolin theatre game called “Verbalizing the Where, Part I” from her book Theater Games for Rehearsal for additional practice.  This game focuses on narrating the invisible in order to make in visible, a common Sanskrit convention.  Often your words will describe a scene completely, as in your extensive third-act description of your garden walk and its animal inhabitants.  The full game can be found in the appendix.

In addition to making the invisible visible with movement, you must realize that each gesture has a specific meaning that will aid in your attempts to communicate unique Sanskrit conventions (the previously mentioned angika).  These gestures are necessary because long passages in Sanskrit plays are self-descriptions.  The action of whole scenes is virtually defined by the dialogue. Stage whispers are rarely spoken aloud.  Instead, the audience thoroughly understands the information imparted to an onstage character, but does not hear it.  It not only hastens the play, but also adds power as the words are left to the audience’s imagination.  Other variations occur, including one common convention where conversations are conducted with speakers on and offstage.  Usually only one half of the conversation is heard.  Sylvain Levi’s book The Theatre of India mentions an specific gesture called tripataka, where all the fingers are outstretched except the ring finger.  It is used when a character speaks to another character in an aside.  The tripataka is similar to a gesture for a stage whisper, except it does not block sound.  Western audiences can easily understand the intention because the hand remains close to the mouth.  I have included a picture of this gesture in the appendices.  

If an actor hears a voice from outside and replies, he turns his head aside and remains staring at one single point.  This convention makes sense in your space, since you do not have an extensive set for a door or a window.  By melding these stylized gestures into your physical acting, you can add an exotic and accurate flavor to your performance without inhibiting meaning.  To observe these gestures in performance, I suggest the video “Acting techniques of Kutiyattam: Sanskrit theatre of India: with Farley Richmond”.  This video is helpful because it focuses on techniques that are pertinent to the training of western actors, such as gesture, eye exercises, and facial expressions.  One drawback   its focus on the Sanskrit language itself in performance, but this actually will assist you in communicating the meaning behind the gesture without depending on words to define action.

