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A firm believer

thatdrama

should never
imposeany
message,
Balappa’s
plays always
attemptedto
analyse social

happenings.

Tower amid crumbling

theatre companies
® GN. Mohan

ENAGI, a sleepy village in

Belgaum  district  bordering
Dharwar has contributed enormously
to the Kannada professional theatre. Of
all its contributions stands out the
towering figure of Yenagi Balappa.

“I am from Belgaum, where Kittur
Chennamma’s  determination and
courage has left an indelible
impression on every household. I think
it was this determination which helped
me manage my drama troupe all these
days,” says Yenagi Balappa. In his
more than 50 years of association with
professional  theatre, Balappa has
tasted bothits ups and downs.

Dharwar, Hubli, Gadag, and
Belgaum have contributed enormously
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to the growth of Kannada professional theatre. In its history pioneered by
Sakkari Balacharya’s Krithapura Nataka Mandali, Gadag stands out as a
milestone.

When professional theatre with its elaborate sets and emphasis on
realism was in danger of extinction, Yenagi Balappa attempted to
rejuvenate it by trying to bridge the gap between it and amateur theatre. It
was sheer guts which made him run his company for 37 long years.

In the early forties Balappa was running Vaibhavashali Nataka
Sangha in association with N.S. Jaagirdar. It was in 1947 that he started
his own troupe, Kalavaibhava Natya Sangha. Jagajvothi Basaveshwara,
Kirtur Chennamma, and Shala Master were some of his famous plays.

A versatile actor, Yenagi Balappa was also a good singer. His female
roles were legendary. During the freedom struggle, Balappa’s company
was staging Kirtur Chennamma in Belgaum when the play had to be
stopped halfway due to police interference. Immediately an enraged
Kittur Chennammain her regal attire, fuming with rage, visited the police
station followed by a mob which had trickled out of the auditorium.
When the woman took the police officer to task, he had to hastily retreat
as he could not recognise the woman who was Balappa himself.

A firm believer that drama should never impose any message,
Balappa’s plays always attempted to analyse social happenings. During
the notorious Emergency period of 1975-77 when the Government had
successfully browbeaten every sort of media, Balappa was not one to be
easily cowed down. His Kittur Chennamma which exhorted the people to
fight injustice enraged the authorities, who successfully managed to stall
his troupe from performing for afew months.

Balappa downed his company’s shutters in 1983. Even now, at the
ripe age of 101, hislove for professional theatre is an passionate as it was
decades ago. It takes him even now to every nook and corner of the State.
In an interview with Deccan Herald, Yenagi Balappa threw light on some
of the problems ailing Kannada professional theatre.

GNM - Why s professional theatre slowly disappearing?
YB - Amateur theatre has grown into a very influential movement. The
content, direction and performance of these plays have a fresh appeal.
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The audience, most of them young, found professional theatre stale and
drifted away from it. Professional theatre could not even retain the
elderly audience which expected the same old mythological and
historical plays.

Aiming at profits, professional theatre created a fantasy-filled aura,
thereby relegating freshness to the background. With investments
increasing, the returns never remained the same. With other media like
cinema and television weaning away audience, the companies inevitably
began crumbling.

GNM - What made your company, with a 40 year history, close
down?

YB - Our company pursued the orthodox path. Attempting to change the
outlook of professional theatre we experimented a lot. As in amteur
theatre, grand “sceneries” gave way to cut-outs. But the audience never
accepted these experiments. Nataraj Yenagi from our company, a
diploma holder from Neenasam of Heggodu, directed Athani Shivayogi
in the experimental style. Our audience could not digest this.

GNM - What do you think of your new experiments?

YB - Amatuer theatre has always staged experimental plays. With theatre
not being their profession the harm they in the process is negligible. But
hteatre being our profession, the effect it has on us is crucial,

We could have waited for our experiments to create a new audience,
but we faced hurdles in our company itself. Even the actors did not accept
the change. Theatre was their sole breadwinner. It was a clash between
heritage and experimentation. There are no chances to wait and see, in
professional theatre.

GNM - What do you say about street theatre?

YB - I believe that theatre should never impose a message. It was only
when experimental drama lost its audience did the concept of taking
theatre to the streets originate. Only if messages are carried amidst glitter
and colourful scenery is the audience ready to accept them. A message
should be like a quinine pill, with plenty of sugar coating,
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Balappa was

greatly
appreciated by
many leading
singers ofthe
daysuchas
Deenanath

Mangeshkar

(father of Lata
Mangeshkar).

The grand old man of
Kannada theatre
@ Shubha Srikanth

NAGI Balappa is perhaps little

known to those outside the niche
world of Kannada theatre. Even within
theatre circles, he has not been much
heard or seen since he wound up his
theatre company in 1983 after a
glorious existence for 36 years. He is
the grand old man of Kannada theatre

and the last living link to the century old

hoary theatre tradition that began in
Karnataka with an all time great league
of actors such as AV Varadachar, Garud
Sadashiva Rao, T Raghavachar and
Mohammad Peer.

The unrelenting enthusiasm he
exudes, his upright, graceful gait, sharp
sight, sonorous voice that modulates to
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the dramatic variations of pitch of complex musical notes only belie the
fact that he has almost touched 90.

As he journeyed down memory lane to unfold his experiences as a
professional stage actor and director for seven decades and owner of
several theatre companies in North Karnataka, he also gave a glimpse
into the world of Kannada theatre as it evolved over the past century in
North Karnataka.

Balappa who hails from Enagi, in Belgaum district, even as a young
boy, used to attend several bhajane, bayalata and harikatha sessions in
his village. When he was studying in the third grade, the village folks
were practicing to perform the Bhakta Markandeya bayalata. Balappa
accompanied his brother, who had secured the role of Ganesha, to the
practice sessions. When his brother’s absence at one of the practice
sessions provoked the hire of the elders, Balappa offered to enact the role.
He performed with such elan and delivered the dialogues with ease and
efficiency that the initial scorn of the elders turned to awe and admiration.
“This incident severed my borther’s ties with theatre and marked the
beginning of a life-long association with it for me,” points out Balappa.
Though he was forced to discontinue studies after class three, to which he
was to never return, he continued to perform child roles in various plays.

Young Balappa was once offered the female role of Kausalya in
Lava-Kusha. Consequently, Kausalya happened to be younger than the
lead actors Lava and Kusha! “This might sound funny today. During
those days, roles were assigned not based on age, but on merit and
capability,” explains Balappa. Henceforth, he played several female
roles such as Taramati, Draupadi, Rudramma and Chennamma. The role
of Hemareddy Mallamma brought him fame. Until almost the 1930s, no
woman would perform on stage. The leading male actors of the day also

performed the female roles.

When he was eleven, he performed the role of Bharat’s servant in the
play Paduka Partabhisheka staged by a theatre company in the
neighbouring village.

Impressed with the play, Balappa carried a copy of the book back to
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his village. He gathered a troupe of actors, assumed the role of Bharata
and directed the play, besides composing music! When staged, the play
received rave reviews from his village and the neighbouring ones.

His tenure with professional theatre began when the actor in the lead
role of Bharata in Paduka Pattabhisheka did not run turn up. The
director, Shivalinga Swami had Balappa brought from Enagi to perform
the role. Later, Shivalinga Swami established his own company, and
Balappa performed in such productions as Chandra Grahana, Kitturu
Chennamma and Jagajyothi Basaweshwara.

Like all professional theatre actors of yesteryears, acting and singing
were innate to Balappa. Plays were essentially musicals and a good
singer would automatically qualify as an actor. Despite being a good
singer, Balappa paled in comparison to qualified singers, primarily
because of a lack of professional training. Recalling the incident that
prompted him to take music lessons, he says, “During the performance of
Hemareddy Mallamma, Badshah Master, a fellow-actor, received
applause for his songs whereas I received none. I felt insulted.
Immediately I started taking lessons from Badshah Master himself.”

Thereafter, Balappa was greatly appreciated by many leading
singers of the day such as Deenanath Mangeshkar (father of Lata
Mangeshkar). Recounting an interesting episode that attracted
Mangeshakar’s appreciation Balappa says “withour my knowledge, the
promotions for Veerarani Rudramma claimed that I would sing in the
style of the famous singer of Maharashtra, Deenanath Mangeshkar. On
hearing this, he gotangry as I had never been his student. He informed us
that he would attend the play to verify the facts. However, eventually he
was very impressed and acknowledged my talent.”

Shivalinga Swami played an important role in moulding the actor in
Balappa. About Swami, Balappa says, “he was an able actor and director,
with an unrelenting quest to experiment and always churned out
revolutionary plays. When the struggle for Indian independence was
gaining momentum in the 30s and 40s, he contributed to the struggle by
attacking the British and their policies in an oblique and sublte manner
through his plays.”

BRI TET ¢ roN YT m 121



Balappa set up ‘Kittur Nataka Sangeetha Mandali’ in 1936,
‘Vaibhavashali Natya Sangha’ in 1941 and finally ‘Kalavaibhava Natya
Sangha’ in 1947, which staged productions until almost 1980s.
Interestingly, during the early 1950, productions of Kalavaibhava Natya
Sanghahad posed a threat to cinema, which otherwise had begun to cause
substantial damage to theatre companies.

Like any sensitive artist, Balappa also responded to the socio
political milieu of his times. He espoused several social causes through
his plays. His greatest contribution thoguh, was towards the Indian
independence movement itself. During the pre-independence period,
theatre was widely used as a medium of disseminating patriotic fervour
and vital infomation regarding revolutionary activities, and the
companies often gave refuge to revolutionaries in times of crisis.

Balappa recounts an incident when he protected Chennappa Vali and
fellow revolutionaries who had planned to rob the police of their arms
during the 1942 Quit India Movement. The police were somehow tipped
off and were in search of them. During the performance of Pathan;
Pasha, the revolutionaries entered the theatre seeking protection,
“Though we knew that protecting them would be very dangerous, we
nevertheless hid some of them in the huge trunks meant for costumes angd
sets, dressed up others, complete with makeup and costume. The police
came, searched, and left.”

In the guise of historical plays, Balappa often made pointed political
statements. Historic haracters were equated with political leaders, For
instance, the Pandavas and Kauravas were equated with the Indiang and
the British; Krishna was Gandhi and so on. After the country gained
independence, it was the cause of unification of Karnataka that found
expression through his plays Karnataka Ekikarana and Mgy,
Bandanappo Mava.

However, it was his lead role in Jagajyothi Basaveshwara that took
him to the peak of success in his career. His performance was appreciated
by the likes of General Kariappa, S Nijalingappa and G p Rajaratnam,
Altributing his success to Shivalinga Swami Balappa notes, “] st
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remember what he told me. An actor while performing must internalise
the role he is playing and become the role itself.”

With 208 performances to its credit in Hubli, Jagajyothi
Basaveshwara broke records of professional Kannada theatre those
days, as the longest running play in a single location. It was also during
the period that he was conferred the title “Natya Bhushana’ by the ‘Rasika
Vrinda’ of Hubli.

Balappa is the recipient of the State and Central Sangeetha Natak
Academy awards, the first Gubbi Veeranna award and the National
Awardin 1994,

Though Balappa has retired from active theatre, he is now engaged
with bringing out casettes of Ranga Sangeetha, a project undertaken by
the Department of Kannada and Culture. Itis amazing to learn that even
at the age of 90 he is able to sing from memory more than 350 songs of the
bygone era. This project will be a unique archival treasure that will serve
the continuity of the tradition of Kannada theatre.

Shubha Srikanth

journeys down memory lane with Enagi Balappa to unfold his
experiences as a professional stage actor and director for seven decades
and glimpses into the world of Kannada theatre as it evolved over the past
century in North Karnataka

(Courtesy: Deccan Herald, 28-9-2003)
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The company

theatre will not
gotoseed

because

the middle
class could still

patroniseit.

Portrait of the artist
as a young woman
@ Gudihalli Nagaraja

In well over six decades as an actor
and drama company proprietor,
Enagi Balappa represented the best in
Kannada company drama. Excelling in
singing and playing female roles (it was
then taboo to employ women in drama),
he became in course of time a legendary
actor and a theatre company Owner.
Unlike many of his peers, Balappa’s
monumental contribution to drama has
now been recognised by the Central
Sangeet Natak Academy through its

most  prestigious Gubbi Veeranna
Award.

It was during the halcyon days of
company drama in the second decade
of this century the Balappa was born
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into a peasant family in Enagi village in Saundatti taluk of Belgaum
district. Fascinated by company drama at the tender age of seven,
Balappa left school and put himself in the hands of Shivalinga Shastry,
who was directing plays for company drama troupes. In those days, no
one could become an actor unless he had a good voice. As a matter of fact,
it was through company drama that Hindhusthani music became popular
in north Karnataka. Balappa had a supple body and a tender, melliflous
voice.

When he was working in Shastry’s Sirsi Marikamba Company,
Balappa, who was just 15, got a change to play the female lead in a play
entitled Kittur, Rudramma, With his singing skills, lithe body and
simulated feminine charms and grace, he earned for sometime the
nickname of Rudramma. In later plays too, he got stereotyped in female
roles.

Shastry’s company folded up one not-so-fine day. Balappa was just
17 years old at the time. Undeterred, he, along with Sudi Channappa,
started a company called Guru Seva Sangeetha Nataka Mandali. After
three years, this company too went out of business. Balappa then worked
in the famous drama companies of Gokak and Jamakhandi. In several
historical, mythological and social plays he played female roles very
competently. Though by then drama, some companies continued to use
male actors for female roles. The companies that Balappa for all women
for female roles. But in the 1950s, capable actresses like Subhadramma
Mansur and Lakshmibai entered the field and Balappa stopped playing
female roles. He later played the lead roles in several plays. The most
memorable among them was Basaveshwara, which was written by Joshi.
The play incorporated elements from the works of PhaGu Halakatt,
Chikkodi Shivalinga Shastry and Joladarashi Doddanagouda. Balappa
immersed himslef so completely in the pious role of Basaveshwara, the
12th century vachanakara, that the play was staged innumerable times
and he earned for himself the title “Kaligaalada Basaveshwara”.

Another important play was Kumkuma, which dealt with the then
sensitive theme of widowhood. He had got the play specially written by
Mahathesh Shastry, a noted writer who wrote plays on social problems.
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Balappa played the female lead in this play also. During the freedom
struggle Balappa gave shelter to political fugitives in his company by
passing them off as his employee. When the Mahajan Comission on the
border dispute visited Belgaum, Balappa repeatedly staged Kannada
plays in Belgaum to strengthen karnataka’s case for the inclusion of
Belgaum. He also staged Kannada plays for over a year in Ichalakaranji
in Maharashtra. However, he burnt his fingers when he put on stage an
experimental play called School Master. Unlike many of his
contemporaries, he did not go into a shell after cinema dealt a body blow
to company drama. He continued to move with the times through his
association with Sriranga, the stalwart of modern Kannada theatre.

Apart from his modernist concerns which were unsusal for a
company drama practitioner, one of his central concern was of course to
help creat a Vishala Karnataka incoroporating all Kannada speaking
regions that had been torn as under and merged in Bombay, Hyderabad
and Madras regions. Being a native of Belgaum as his mite towards
Karnataka cause, he staged a curiously titled play called Mava Bandnapo
Mava speaking man trying a break a Kannadiga family by marrying off
his daughter into it. But the young husband realises the nefarious design
of his Mava (father-in-law) and manages to keep his family intact.

Whatever the merits of the play, it proved to be a big hit with the
Kannadigas.

Apart from his rare aptitude for feminine roles, Balappa was a
remarkable singer. He had learnt classical music and never abandoned

the traditional alapanes. In a sense, he was last link

of a forgotten
tradition of theatre.

Balappa is now well over 80 years of age but has retained his action
of theatre enthusiasts of Hubli and Dharwad. Like his younger friends in
the organis-seminars, workshops and discussions. When he starts
talking, he comes up with rare gems from his wide experience. It can
safely be presumed that there is no one else in Karnataka who can relate
theatre anecdotes about his contemporaries the way he does. But there is

N0 one talk about Balappa in the same way. Itis for this reason that he is
often called a mobile encyclopaedia of drama,
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For all his enthusiasm and generosity of heart, Balappa has always
been a strict discliplinarian. In fact, he never gave room for any
indisciplined actor in his company. Unlike many contemporary drama
company owners, he is not bankrupt today. His son Nataraja Enagi is a
good theatre actor. The latter now works in the drama department of the
Kannada University at Hampi.

The *70s and '80s were indeed a period of decay for company theatre.
Those who saw company dramas then would have wondered if all
dramas had double meaning dialogue and obscene gestures. But Balappa
never stooped to such demeaning levels. As he grew old, he handed over
charge of his company drama to his son Nataraj. But his son could not
manage the company in the changed circumstances and it up in 1962.

This coincided with the beginning of the decline of the grand company
theatre.

One of the most fascinating things about Kannada drama is the
association between the vetern modern playwright Sriranga and
Balappa. Sriranga too had started writing plays to try and achieve
something worthwhile in company drama. The two stalwarts chalked out
a three-point programme for avoiding unhealthy competition among
drama companies and for revitalising drama. They were: the kavis should
write plays for only the company at a time (in north Karnataka play
wrights are commonly called kavis); actors and actresses of a company
should be allowed to move to other companies only with the written
permission of the proprietors of their company and there should be a
drama company every 40 miles.

Needless to say, the idealistic programme did not work and Sriranga
concluded that nothing could be achieved by trying to revitalise
company drama. He even wrote a play entitled Kattale Belaku (Darkness
and Light) ridiculing professional company theatre and associated
himself with amateurs to strike a new ground. But since Sriranga’s plays
relied more on dialogue than on grand scenery, singing and acting, he too
came to the conclusion that it was not possible to build an alternative
theatre with amateurs, says Balappa, who saw a lot of Sriranga over his
traumatic years.
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Balappa comes up with interesting ideas about theatre. According to
him, the company dreams of yore were not always relevant. Many of
them dealt with burning issues. But by the "60s the company dramas went
intellectually and financially bankrupt. In their frustration, the company
artistes degenerated and became indisciplined. on the other hand,
amateur theatre enthusiasts thought they had a monopoly of modern
ideas and because of that, came to grief. All their high flown ideas went
well over the heads of the peopld and so theatre has become a weaking
among the arts. Asked for the remedy, Balappa says the old roots and the
new sprouts should go together. The amateurs, who have new ideas,
should work in tandem with company drama people.

Balappa also has interesting things to say about different aspects of
drama. According to him, the onset of the cinema led to the notion that
background music and character singing songs without reason would
click. The company theatre also abandoned grand sets. But if satellite
television is posing a threat to anything. It is to amateur theatre and not
company theatre. The company theatre will not go to seed because the
middle class could still patronise it. Company theatre was after all
entertainment as well as education of the people, he says. He also points
out that there is no unnatural dichotomy between amateur and
professional drama in Maharashtra, Also,
entertainment in Maharashtra buy tickets and
way as the people of our coastal disctricts g
tamasha was regarded as a sub
status of adiscipline.

those who want mere
£0 to tamasha the same
o to yakshagana. At one time
-occupation. But now it has attained the

(Courtesy: Deccan Herald, 1996)
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Balappa had always

playedtheroleof
Basaveshwara, so
famouslythat
peopleinthe
northernparts of the
state still bow to him
with folded hands:
its Basavanna
himselfinfront of

them.

25 yea-rs om, 96-yr-old
commands the stage

egends do not need aplause. When

life is a manifestation of art,
appreciation is rather relative. When it
is the doyen, Yenagi Balappa, on stage,
astanding ovation is not surprising; it is
almost mandatory. A full 25 years later,
the legendary Balappa, rather frail at 96
years of age, donned the greasepaint
again to revive his own production of
Jagajyoti Basaveshwara at the Ranga
Shankara theatre festival.

With no faltering steps, not one hint
of the frailties of age, Balappa’s
performance made the audience sit up
in nothing but awe. The sheer brilliance
of experience and talent could only
evoke inspiration, and a salute.
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The play, directed by Balappa’s son Yenagi Nataraj, follows the life
of the saint-poet Basavanna from birth, to his rise to the post of chief
minister in king Bijjala’s darbar, his reforms and renunciation. The play
is peppered with his ‘vachanas’, thoughts and reform measures that he
tried to introduce. The story culminates in a marriage between the
children of Haralayya, of a low caste, and a former minister, a Brahmin.
The social conditions are not such that a revolution of this gravity can be
accepted; Basavanna has to renounce his post.

Balappa had always played the role of Basaveshwara, so famously
that people in the northern parts of the state still bow to him with folded
hands: its Basavanna himself in front of them. Quarter of a century later,
when he agreed to perform once again, he wanted Haralayya’s part, arole
he had always wanted to play.

A little into the play, he walks in and there is a standing ovation. He
starts singing in a brilliant high pitch and all other sounds become
immaterial. The stage has no microphones, not that Balappa needs any.
He is a different persons there: his steps are steady, voice modulation,
perfect. Every time he is on stage, the awestruck audience simply has to
applaud; his performance almost demands it. A stellar performance - 25
years after he last commanded the stage, and running a fever, not that it
could stop him from acting.

After the play ends, another ovation. Yenagi Balappa suddenly looks
frail, sitting in a chair in the middle of the stage with the rest of the cast
around him. He bends over, with a third-generation Yenagi boy, also in
the cast, leaning on to his chair. There is still that awe that hangs around
the auditorium. The legend gets some fresh air, dips cream biscuits into a
hot cup of tea. He is tired but the next show has to go on and he has to don
the make-up again. When passion inspires, even age stands on the
sidelines and watches, againin awe.

(Courtesy: Times of India, 2009)
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