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Abstract 

 This research paper interrogates the 'Theatre of Roots' movement, a seminal post-independence 

paradigm in Indian theatre that sought to dismantle the aesthetic hegemony of Western realism. By 

comparatively analyzing Habib Tanvir’s ‘Naya Theatre,’ which derived its vitality from the tribal and 

folk traditions of Chhattisgarh, and Kerala’s ‘Tanathu Natakavedi’ (Indigenous Theatre), which 

synthesized ritualistic art forms with modern sensibilities, this study explores the reconstruction of 

indigenous performance languages. The investigation focuses on the dialectical relationship between 

tradition and modernity, the evolution of non-proscenium theatrical structures, and the sociopolitical 

identities inherent in these two movements. 

1. Introduction: The Reclamation of Cultural Identity 

The trajectory of Indian theatre under colonial hegemony was characterized by profound aesthetic 

displacement. By the late 19th century, urban Indian theatre had largely transitioned into a derivative of 

European proscenium models, adopting the realism of Ibsen and the structural rigidity of Victorian 

drama. While these Western imports flourished in metropolitan centers, India’s rich, millennia-old folk 

and ritual traditions were marginalized to the rural periphery. 

In the post-independence era, the primary imperative for Indian dramatists was the decolonization of the 

stage. By the mid-1960s, a "Search for Identity" emerged, culminating in what critic Suresh Awasthi 

termed the ‘Theatre of Roots.’ This was not a regressive or nostalgic retreat into the past, but rather a 

creative endeavor to forge a contemporary Indian performance lexicon. Two of the most significant 

pillars of this movement were Kerala’s ‘Tanathu Natakavedi’ and Habib Tanvir’s ‘Naya Theatre.’ This 

paper examines their methodologies, ideological underpinnings, and their shared objective of projecting 

localized sensibilities onto a global theatrical stage. 

 

2. Tanathu Natakavedi: A Revolution in Keralite Performance Arts 

Until the 1960s, Malayalam theatre was heavily anchored in socio-political realism. While this served a 

didactic purpose, it was aesthetically constrained by the Western proscenium. ‘Tanathu Natakavedi’ 

emerged as a radical departure, seeking a theatrical form that was 'indigenous' to the cultural soil of 

Kerala. 
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2.1. C.N. Sreekantan Nair and the Visual Lexicon 

C.N. Sreekantan Nair provided the literary and semiotic foundation for this movement. His Ramayana 

trilogy—Kanchana Sita, Saketham, and Lanka Lakshmi—reimagined epic narratives through a stylized 

lens. He argued that the 'text' of a play was not confined to linguistic units but resided in silences, 

mudras (gestures), and the physical presence of the actor. In Lanka Lakshmi, the integration of Angika 

Abhinaya (physical acting) derived from Kathakali infused the production with a primordial, archetypal 

power. 

2.2. Kavalam Narayana Panicker: The Architecture of Rhythm 

Kavalam Narayana Panicker was the practical visionary who translated these theories into a distinct 

performance methodology. Through landmark productions like Avanavan Kadamba and Daivathar, he 

introduced three core innovations: 

 Sopana Sangeetham: The application of the rhythmic cycles of temple music to govern the 

actor's locomotion and breath control. 

 Ritual Integration: The assimilation of the visual grammar of Padayani, Theyyam, and Thira to 

create a non-linear, sensory experience. 

 Fluid Spatiality: The rejection of static scenery in favor of a flexible stage where spatial 

boundaries are defined by the actor’s kinesthetic movement. 

3. Habib Tanvir and Naya Theatre: Roots of the People 

While Tanathu Natakavedi explored ritualistic depths, Habib Tanvir found his impetus in the vibrant, 

secular folk traditions of Chhattisgarh. 

3.1. The Synthesis of Folk and Modernity 

After honing his craft at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA), Tanvir realized that Eurocentric 

techniques were insufficient for the Indian subaltern context. In 1959, he founded ‘Naya Theatre,’ 

decentralizing the urban intellectual and prioritizing the creative agency of rural folk artists. His body of 

work functioned as a deliberate subversion of the elitist, Sanskritized theatre dominant in metropolitan 

centers. 

 

3.2. The Nacha Tradition and Spontaneity 

Tanvir collaborated primarily with tribal artists who were practitioners of Nacha, a Chhattisgarhi folk 

form. By synthesizing their innate musicality, dance, and improvisational humor, he developed a style 

that was simultaneously earthy and avant-garde. His masterpiece, Charandas Chor, serves as a 

quintessential example of how folk simplicity can articulate universal ethical dilemmas. 

4. Comparative Analysis: Form and Philosophy 

A comparative lens reveals both regional specificities and a shared nationalistic intent between these 

movements. 

 Ritual vs. Secular Folk: Tanathu Natakavedi is deeply rooted in the mythic and classical 

traditions of Kerala, lending it a sense of ritualistic gravity. In contrast, Naya Theatre thrives on 

the secular, carnivalesque energy of the marketplace, often employing sharp satire and social 

critique. 

 Aural Landscapes: Both movements redefined the auditory experience of theatre. Kavalam 

utilized a stylized blend of archaic Malayalam and Sanskrit chants, whereas Tanvir employed the 

Chhattisgarhi dialect and Hindustani vernacular. In both contexts, music ceased to be an 

accompaniment and became the narrative’s heartbeat. 

5. Global Resonance and Institutional Impact 

These movements provided Indian theatre with an "aesthetic self-confidence" that had been absent for 

decades. They demonstrated that the path to the universal lies through the particular—that by delving 

deep into regional soil, an artist can speak to the world. 

The pedagogical shifts at the National School of Drama (NSD) and the international acclaim of 

productions like Charandas Chor at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival brought global scholarly attention to 

the unique 'visual language' of the Indian stage. 
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6. Conclusion: Navigating the Future 

Habib Tanvir’s Naya Theatre and Malayalam’s Tanathu Natakavedi represent the two vital lungs of the 

Indian ‘Theatre of Roots.’ Their legacy is a testament to the power of cultural reclamation. However, in 

the era of digital globalization, the challenge remains to ensure these forms do not become static 

'museum pieces.' To remain relevant, these indigenous languages must continue to evolve, ensuring that 

the 'roots' remain nourished and responsive to contemporary social realities. 
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