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100 Nagabhushana Sarma

leamt music and worked with several Surabhi companies as a
harmonist.

It was said that the elder KrishnSji, who groomed both Kamala
Bai and China Ramaiah to be great actors with excellent histrionic

talents, could do any role with commendable facility. He donned
the role of Bhima in Keechaka Vadha. As reports suggested, he
played the role of Raja Raja Narendra in the play Sarangadhara
in the first scenes and appeared later as the hangman (talari) who
was to hang the prince, Sarangadhara in the last scenC.

5. Venkoji's Family

Venkoji, Sanjeeva Rao's fifth son, was the earliest actor among
the Surabhi people to don the major lead roles. In the first play,
Keechaka Vadha, he was Keechaka. In the later days of Raptati
Subbadas, he played Dushyanta to Subbadas' Kanva, Harischandra
and Sarangadhara respectively in Sakuntalam, Harischandra and
Sarangadhara. He died at Madanapalli in 1924 with tuberculosis.

Venkoji also had four wives. By his first wife Chennamma, he
had a son and a daughter - Hanumantha Rao and Ammayamma.
Both of them were great singers. Hanumantha Rao was known as
Fidelu Hanumantha Rao^" for he leamt violin (fidelu) from that
maestro, Garikapati Kotaiah Devara of Machilipatnam. His
daughter, Ammayamma or Ammani was a long time attraction in
her younger days for her sonorous voice. Several appreciative
commendations of her singing abilities were given by important
dignitaries that witnessed the plays.

Venkoji's second wife Sunkamma had a daughter, Anjanamma.
It was at Sunkamma's insistence that Venkoji took Govinda Rao
as an adopted son. After they adopted Govinda Rao, Anjanamma
was born. His third and fourth wives China Subbamma and
Ramanujulamma had no children.

Venkoji's adopted son, Govinda Rao was active from 1885 to
1942 and devoted himself completely to theatre and Surabhi

are. His life and his wide-ranging activities concerning Surabhi
populanty were briefly dealt with already.
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After the demise of Venkoji, China Subbamma managed a
theatre from 1924 to 1940. She was also greatly appreciated for
her singing both in her puppetry days as well as during the theatre
days. She played leading roles in her company. She was particularly
known for her lead female roles, especially of queens and other
royal women. Ammayamma, Venkoji's daughter by his first wife
Chennamma, with her husband Rekandar Ramakrishna Rao
managed a company Sri Venkateswara Natya Mandali from the
year 1933, which was later handed over to her son Venkata Rao.
In 1937 China Venkata Rao and his wife Subhadramma took over
the company and managed it successfully. Venkata Rao's sister
Sarada Bai, along with Ammayamma played the leading female
roles while Venkata Rao's brother-in-law, Tulasi Rao played the
lead male roles.

6. Peda Ramaiah's Family

The last of Sanjeeva Rao's sons was Peda Ramaiah, who led the
early destinies of the Surabhi people as well as the Sarada
Manovinodini Sabha. As the youngest of the sons, he was with the
younger generation temperamentally and intuitively and ̂ med
on the work assigned to him with dignity and capability. He was
hailed for his versatility, his good-humoured Persuas^
Qualities and his leadership. It ws during his time that all the bold
and momentous changes in the lives of the Surabhi theatricaland momemo 6 Govinda Rao, his elder

tl.. Lemklng., P.d. te "S™ «>>»
put them into practice.

p.d. " t:

ZolSnl s..g=.» sabh.. She was th. pn.pnaor of
the company from 1914 to 1928.

,  T, -oh'c wife Rama Bai started a company after her
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gave performances in south Rayalaseema. She was said to have
some special plays written for her with a dominant female role in

it, which no other Surabhi company had performed thus far. Plays

such as Prameelarjuneeyam were popular with this company,

which she did for twelve continuous days. She performed both
male and female roles with equal poise.

Peda Ramaiah had two sons - Anjanappa and Syamala Rao.
After his father's demise in 1914 Anjanappa founded a company
and ran it until 1930 when his brother-in-law Sambhulingam took
over the proprietorship of the company. In 1947 onwards
Sambhiilingam's brother, Kotaiah started a company, Sri Vijaya
Natya Mandali. Until it was wound up in 1953, an outside actor
Andhe Mallikarjuna Rao played the lead roles while Anjamma,
Kotaiah s wife did the female lead. Sambhulingam's son, Pullaiah
also ran a company for over ten years in which Pullaiah and his
wife played the male and female lead roles.

7- Aveti Gangaiah's Family

The one family that should be talked about along with the family
of Vanarasa brothers is that of Aveti Gangaiah, alias Kochervu
Gangi Reddy, who adopted the family name of Aveti to marry
Papabai, the daughter of Subbaiah. Though Aveti Gangaiah did
not himself participate in the performances, his wife Papabhai was
a celebrity in the early phase of Surabhi history. She was Draupadi
in Keechaka Vadha and eversince took up all leading female roles.
Time and again, she was hailed by masses and elite wherever she
performed. Honours and medals came her way easily. She
participated in all the early plays performed by the Surabhi theatre.
She took over the proprietorship of the Sarada Manovinodini
Sangeetha Nataka Sabha after her uncle's demise and was active
unti 1935. She travelled with Sarada Manovinodini far and wide,
even to Rangoon, and wherever she went, she brought laurels to
Surabhi and her mentor, Peda Ramaiah.

wives - Papabai, Govindamma, Achamma
aramma. He had a son by his first wife Papabai, by name
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' Aveti Papabai (sitting) with
Pullaiah and his

^  wife Dhanalaxmi Devi and
" , their three elder sons

Pullaiah, who later married Govinda Rao's daughter, Dhanalaxmi
Devi. The sojourn of this Aveti family of Surabhi is as important
as that of the Vanarasa family.

By his second wife Govindamma, Gangaiah had a son,
Venkataswamy, a noted comic actor, whose children by h'S three
wives started several Surabhi groups independently as well
combinedly.

Gangaiah had three daughters - Peda Subbamma, Laxmamma
and China Subbamma. The first two were mamed to Govinda Rao
and Venkoji married the third one.Gangaiah'sson, Venkataswamy hadthreewes. His eldest wife,

Lt."£rthM "vSe, ̂ janamma, Peda
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Unprecedented Expansion
From the year 1937, the year Govinda Rao celebrated his

seventieth birthday, he slowly withdrew from active theatre work,
having settled down at Polasanipalli, West Godavari district, finally
retiring in 1942. Even by that time, he saw to it that all his sons
and daughters start their own companies and become self-
sufficient. His dreams in this respect were all fulfilled when,
between 1935 and 1956, there were 36 Surabhi associations, major
or minor, that were affiliated to the apex organization, Surabhi
Nataka Kala Sangham of which Rekandar China Venkata Rao was
chosen as President and Aveti Nageswara Rao, Secretary. Among
e thirty six companies ten belonged to Govinda Rao's children

and the rest to his cousins' children.

Major and Minor Surabhi Groups
By i960, when Surabhi completed seventy years of its fruitful

existence, the Surabhi clan had expanded widely and almost every
part of the state could be proud of a Surabhi troupe. It was proudly
announced that some Surabhi company or the other performed a
play everyday at one place or the other in Andhra Pradesh. Among
the 36 companies listed by the Surabhi Nataka Kala Sangham',
ten companies are considered "major" and the remaining "minor".
What is a 'Major Company'?

According to their own norms, a major Surabhi theatre is one
which has Its own complete stage and auditorium materials and
equipment, including famiture to hold 1500 to 2000 spectators,
complete zinc sheet infrastructure to erect a "hall" with necessary
de w^ls, complete lighting materials and costume, for the several

Ld^b multiple curtains to suit the various plays
have r suitable for all their plays. They must
reJertoirTxr have on their
because ui nl ™ust have at least 15 plays in their repertoire
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Minor theatres will have fewer number of plays in their

repertoire, say six or seven, and they borrow actors from the nearby
companies of their own kith and kin. Sometimes they may request

ex-actors who earlier worked in a Surabhi company which is now

wound up. They will also borrow sets and lighting equipment if
needed. Since many Surabhi plays have common scripts specially
written for them by commissioned playwrights, it will not be
usually difficult for artists to perform them. As a rule, plays
commissioned during the first and second generation are
'common' plays. That was in the days of Sarada Mano Vinodini
Sabha and Govindaraya Surabhi Natya Mandali. When companies
grew in number, each company commissioned its own plays.
Another important convention is that the actors do not go out of
their text under any circumstances and this also helps such an
exchange of actors from one company to the other.

Among the major ten companies, six belonged to the family of
Govinda Rao - mainly, to his daughters. The ten major companies
took care not to perform close to one another except for tactial
reasons, i.e, a minor company usually preferred to perform nearer
to a major company since it depends on the major company for
men and materials.

The histoiy of the major ten companies in 1956 is in fact Ae
... s.-.The other twenty six and odd companies may u

SUi..- « Minor " ""
major companies for their continuing activities.

•  cr of the ten major companies, the list ofIn the following chronologically indicating
proprietors of eac co

the first owner (ij, toiiowc

and so on.
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short while. It was called Venkubai Surabhi Nataka Mandali.

Similarly Peda Ramaiah's wife, Ramabai, also reared a company,
named after her, for a short while.

In the long and adventurous life of the Surabhi groups, several
other companies were strated, but had to be wound up soon
because of the failure ofthe managers to cope up with competition.
There was no detailed list of such short-lived companies.

Similarly several Surabhi families in Telangana, the area which
was bequeathed to Knshnaji when the brothers separated in 1910,
started their companies. Major among them were Vanarasa Abbaji
Rao's Sri Sarada Manovinodini Natya Kala Mandali, and Vanarasa
Vazir Rao's Sri Sarada Manovinodini Samajam, Madasu Narayana
^o's Sri Muralidhara Natya Mandali, Vadala Narayana Rao and
anarasa Venkata Rao's Sri Sarada Prasanna Natya Mandali and

Vanarasa Narayana Rao's Kusumananda Dramatic Theatre.
^ala Vilasa Nataka Mandali, though initially not connected

^Rp?® innings. Startedy RekandM Rama Rao and later continued hy the sons Rekandar

oiXTef 7 takenhy Rekandar Narasimha Rao, an actor who played female

NarastahaRaoandhiswiteSaroZamj"'
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roles successfully who rechristined the company as Sri Vinayaka
Natya Mandali and ran it successfully with the support of his vrives
Savitri and Sarojini, in 1971- This is one of the active associations
now performing. It has the advantage of two enterprising sons of
Narasimha Rao, Mohan Rao and Venugopala Rao and their
families who are instrumental for its present activity.

Among the companies that lived only for a short while, but made
a mark in the coastal Andhra region were Sri Sarada Natya Mandali
of Sindhe Venkatappaiah and Narasamma (1932-45). another
group with the same name Sri Sarada Natya Mandali (1934-1936)
of Aveti Ramaiah and Poornima, Poomima Art Theatres (1942-
1960) of Aveti Poomima and Parthasarathi Natya Mandali of
Vanarasa Abbaji Rao.

Changing Trends between 1937 and 1956m.y.„.937w.s4e,»rGo™d.R.owi4d.-hlm^^^^
.cUv. theatre pr.ctle. and 1956 was the year.n wh eh the Sumbh
SrkfKal. Saeph..., a
eo^pamee, wa. atarted. AecetdiPJ » f«
10 major and 26 minor companies as on that d y.

companies. At the ou , jjjg notable credit
theatres itself explains^ eompanies are adding new plays

.  j incention, Surabhi leaders thought thatSince Its jg its primaiy obligation. Towards
entertaining Its a taken by Peda Ramaiah and Govinda
aehlevipg this, tXTolned th. lie. Pt pl.,P .Ire.dy

- .pp— -
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I

However, the companies felt that it was certainly easier to get
permissions in villages - for taking land on lease and other
technical permissions than in towns. Besides, the villagers, when
they once like a group, extend all facilities including supplying of
vegetables, ghee, curd, etc., though they are also looked after well
by the company managers by providing them free tickets or giving
them prominent places to sit. By and large it is found more
comfortable to put on shows in rural areas, though the exercise
brought several qualitative changes in the Surabhi traditions.
1. Pattern of Viewership

One could easily infer that it was at this time during 1935-45
that the whole pattern of viewership had also changed. Hitherto!
m^ological plays of characters with supernatural powers, moral
oi^flicts and 'hlas' of Gods and Goddesses were prominent even
au^en,"'"'''rr ^ith the Surabhi
of oZ ' " K ■ plays
usually. Gods performing supernatural deeds - for example
Snkrishna sending his 'chakra' to kill Sisupala- GhatSha

MevaSv in r t -aa a near-

wift othefSlSfeir ""
scenes dominating With th ' hilarious comic
companie™ 0 Jb^ vT ^-abhi
attracted village audiences. ° P®rfo™ance strategies that

folklore-based plavs mn +^. P^^ys- They even liked theplays more than the histories and social plays.
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Balalnagamma is a popular play performed by all the groups in
the villages. Similarly 'bhakti' plays - especially the play -
Veerabrahmam gari Charitra or Shirdi Sai Mahatmyam - have
always been a thumping success. Those plays which have a strong
dose of "tricks", showing the supernatural, are the ones the
villagers liked most.

2. Easy Entertainment as the key factor

Surabhi's gradual migration into rural areas had resulted in
shaping the structure of its plays and the same is followed even
now. Previously, Surabhi theatres catered to a multipolar audience.
It had all sections of towns people in its fold including intellectuals,
workers, students and middle-class working men and their
families. Especially, they saw to it that their dramas remained a
total family entertainment. Good literary pieces were set to
commendable presentations by well-knit, disciplined teams
comprising of expert on-stage performers and
technicians. It did not look for, or allowed improvisations of any
sort and the actors were trained to adhere strictly to the given
text.

The rural audiences looked at drama as mere entertainment. A
play according to them, must have good singing, often

tradition It must not care for nuances m dialogue. Dialogues most
invariably be rhetorical and loud. Emotions - anger, love, pathos
musTbe shown more overtly. Character conflict must, moremust be s confrontations, physical ones not

excluded Bro^d acting techniques, dialogues with doubleexcluded. ^ audience. The existing rural theatre -
meanings attr deviation except in the

"Unless the demands were met, even Surabhi could not surwve
in rural Andhra" - so thought the Managers. They came to thatoncTusionwhenaudienceswhistledforanout-of-the-scenedance





















150 M- Nagabhushana Sarma

it .^K. '
•;' ,. • 1 N^geswara Rao (Babji),

manager of Sri Venkateswara

i  Natya Mandali and Secretary,
1  Surabhi Nataka Kala

He Its? r wherever he can.
the company with th^T^' steer the destinies of
Babji's Zk Pr^a ingenuity and careful planning.

•nd'SdSlrf\tSiS"i?K"v'r"'°Rama Murthy, who steered the f and Garimella
shores. Babji's company has a companies to safe
girls who are specially trained in thpptriT yonng boys andhave even completed their ^"^^'teeds. A couple of them
pursuing higher ril POst-graduation in theatre and are
the advantage of und" company gained
theatre director, B.V. Karanth r ^ ®^®tnationally-known
School of Drama. He not of the National

trained them in contemporary theat them andpiays for the company. Pi'actices, but directed three

importsTTf *

prominence is in their cMsUntr^'"^ has gainedAudhra. Especially commendSft^"'^
® hie company's efforts to revive
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the old practice of performing in towns and cities. With the help
of the State Department of Culture this Company is giving
performances in Lalitha Kala Thoranam, Public Gardens,
Hyderabad where the government has given them vacant land to
erect their hall and perform there. Similarly, they also tour other
cities like Visakhapatnam, Vijayawada and Tirupathi giving
performances to packed houses. This change is especially welcome
when the Surabhi companies have been relegated to remote rural
places. Discerning audiences feel that the Company, when it got
such opportunities, must live up to the expectations of leaded
audiences and strengthen its acting and singing abiliUes. Wift
young girls and boys willing to learn and with a knowledgeable
understanding manager, the company should again come up o
the levels of the best Surabhi companies.

2. Sri Sarada Vijaya Natya Mandali

l.v:-'t'i '  r

1^.

A%^

I^I^SriSarada Vijaya Natya Mandali (the present group)
,7 in iQ^S by Dhanalaxmi Devi, daughter of Govinda

Rao and her husband, Aveti Pullaiah, son of the illustriotis singer-Rao ana ner i company has seventy years of glonous

S'^tCruleSfiil t;urs and performances. Originally aided by
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and his father Bhoja Raju as Dasaraju gave commendable
performances. With songs and poems tuned sonorously by
Karanth, the play was a treat, though general audience feel that it
lacked the usual Surabhi glitter.

With the success of Bhishma, this result oriented combination
of Karanth and Venkateswara Natya Mandali continued in the
production of two more plays - Chandipriya in 1997 and Basti
Devata Yadamma in 1998. Both the productions were preceded
by a month-long workshop. Like Bhishma the other two plays also
were performed in national festivals and were received well.

Chandipriya is based on a folk tale and upholds women power.
Chandipriya, the daughter of a king, disowned by the father

a fmaT 1. W 'Challenges and proves that
Sie Set^dT P— than
Sulv anttl by Garimella RamaMurthy and the play wnttenby Andra Samba Murthy and N. Jagga

A  —

A scene from Bash DeaartaKadamma
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Basti Devata Yadamma, the outcome of a similar workshop

for 30 days, was produced in 1998. The productions of both these
plays, Chandipriya and Basti Devata Yadamma, were sponsored
by Alarippu, an organization that worked for upholding women's
equality and empowerment. Tripurari Sharma, an eminent
director and a member of the faculty of the National School of
Drama conceived both the projects and stood behind the process
as a meaningful "transition agent". Basti Devata Yadamma, a
translation of the famous play by Bertolt Brecht., The Good
Woman ofSetzuan, was translated into Telugu by Udaya Bhanu,
a talented theatre director. Karanth, in his "Programme Notes^"
writes:

I did not tiy to take Surabhi people to Brecht, but
brought Brecht to Surabhi. I sincerely believe that to
save Surabhi from becoming extinct and irrelevant, is
to save theatre. So Brecht becomes all the more
important and meaningful for Surabhi.

The actors of Venkateswara Natya Mandali enjoyed the
workshops and the subsequent productions. So M Karanth. For
the young boys and girls of Surabhi this offered a unique
experience. The music was something different from what he
artors practised and presented. So were movement, sets ̂ d the
production design. This interaction has a unique place in
contemporary Telugu theatre.

But having said that the entire process augured well for
Surabhi it is to be noted that these plays, experimental by
themselves, do not belong to the "Surabhi" type. None of these
plays proved successful when performed in villages and small
towns. What one important critic commented on one of the
productions might hold good to all the three plays; "It lacked the
'Surabhi' stamp." Karanth was trying to bring a modern sensibility
through his approaches to production, but Surabhi's audiences
are not yet ready to accept them. Perhaps a via media would be to
do a modern play with contemporary consciousness, but still in









%

164 Nagabhushana Sarma

to be taken into account. First of all, it should not be too far away
from the present camp, for then transport charges would be too
heavy. Each company will have to move with a 4-lorry load of
materials and men. Added to it, the actors - including veiy aged
and veiy young - will have to move to the next camp. In order to
spend the transit charges, which sometimes would be to a tune of
Rs.50,000/- to Rs.60,000/- companies will have to save that much
of money or borrow it and repay from the revenues of the next
camp.

The second criterion that decides a site selection is the
availabihty of electricity and water nearby. The third and the most
crucial factor is an open place that is suitable for a temporary
auditorium to be buUt. An open place, usually adjoining a^llage
or an open playground in the towns large enough to hold the hall,

®  a room

onTtm^t d"r" andconstructed places around the auditorium is insisted upon for

to h^i 7 ^ 's becoming impossible

^  .. ord., .' 'S:
any mishaps in the hall. ^ against

anc iheSXr^Sh

In the frZ'S , Z ■"'* "'«• 1 ■ '-ting office»d: czzxr' •" •
in .^rtiMZzz: j? «« «■= >-«•
together, covering the sides Th pattis', woveng tne sides. These pattis, each about 16" of width

1 L
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were woven together and were hung around the sheds. They saw
zinc sheets used by the Gubbi Company and replaced the lambada
pattis with zinc sheets. The entire hall is covered by zinc sheets.
Today, it takes about six to eight hours to erect a tent and an hour
or two to dismantle it. This work that would normally employ 20
people, proficient in house building, will be done by the Surabhi
technicians and backstage people themselves. This shows how
tenacious and ingenious they are as theatre professionals.

The entire hall is divided into two parts — the stage and the
auditorium. The auditorium is again divided into two parts. One
third of the auditorium is for the first class ticket holders. Usually,
a pit of three feet depth is dug to have chairs and benches. This is
the highest class. The pit is a square ditch usuaUy of 40ft. x 40ft.
and would hold about 350 chairs and 100 benches. Besides, jus
before the stage, space is allotted for the h^onimn the tabla
and the other instruments. The sand that is taken out after diggmg
the pit is spread over the remaining part f ̂he auditonum in a
slope so that people sitting on the ground could easily see the
performance. It means thatthe remaining part
is "raked" This part of the auditorium is agam divided into twoparts Onepartisforthe'mafseats. The third one is plain ground
Thus there are four types of seating segments, the chairs andbShlsinthepitCprerdouslythepitprovidedm^^^^^^andbenches,buttodaytheyhaveonlyonecasskft^m^^^^^^^
it and then the floor. There are entrances for all the three sechons.
Zw. ..w
IlTsstsTrrelimiLted. There is only one class and one flat ticket
rate. Chairs are provided for all ticket holders.

^^4!Sre itself is 48 feet in width and 150 feet i" The
stasis 45 feet in width and 60 ft. in depth. The height of fte

aae is 30 ft., though at the proscenium opening, it is 10 ft. The
20 ft above the proscenium arch is important because it is here
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.  U. ̂

ChariotXt«e!r ^
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companies could not afford such stage effects because of lack of
specialists who operated them and also of costs involved though
major commercial companies like the Mylavaram and Mothe
companies used them sparingly. This could be seen in SQiripooTna
Bharatam, in which the lac-house of the Pandavas was put to fire
and the flames were to be created. Inflammable powder was
sprinkled on the torches burning nearby and the flames leapt to a
height often feet or above. This gave the audience the illusion of
a house in flames. Later, fire and flames were created from bits of
cellophane sheets pasted to the rim of a fan and light was thrown
on the fan as it whirled. This gave the impression of flames. Several
wire-work tricks were initiated from 1908 onwards. When once
the Surabhi people learnt the technique, there was no one who
could compete with them.

The Surabhi technicians have mastered the art to such an extent
that dozens of them, who earlier belonged to Surabhi companies
now under closure, took to free-lance work as stage technicians
and are doing very well.

A Surabhi production is known for such spectacular 'effects' in
every play Visual presentation of extremely powerfiil and ne^e-
breSing incidents rendered the show more enjoyable. Sn^hnabreaking Dasauafaramulu, Shiridi Sai

young child. P j^^Qds of the serpent-god in
wonder. g ̂  i„,,n,,tions of Ixird Vishnu
'Kaliyamarda ' j (Magician)Faldr' invoking the

I.

perfect technique with perfect timing.
Similar are the fights that take place on the stage^ ̂  arrowandaTancecollidewith each other. Krishna sc/iafcra kills Sisupala
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often given to individual actors. Such gifts were considered
"company" property. The materials given would be of common

use. This is to avoid any kind of prejudice among artists, and also
to stress the fact that their theatre is a group activity cind not an
individual effort!

There is another social custom closely related to the revenues.
In case two successive camps did not earn enough money to share,
they resort to the common kitchen." According to this, a common
kitchen will be raised with a minimum number of dishes where
every member of the company will have his lunch and dinner. This
is called "kanda", which means common food. This continues until
things become nomal and camps do weU. This reminded one of
the undivided families in the old times. This ensured mutual trust
and dependence on each other. Even now this practice continues
in times of need.

There is yet another aspect of financial management to support
t e needy members. When a camp is on and performances are
put on board, there is a provision for having a pan-shop, a cigarette
shop a tea shop, etc. Each shop owner pays rent. If a needy
member asks for renting a shop for reasons of a daughter's wedding
or a child s schooling he will be allotted the shop. Thus, the family
can ensure some extra earnings, besides the loans that are usually
provided for such ceremonies. It is also customary that all

Zirtu"' ' -ly -d all the
mJ,'. "IS" .to .nabte U..amihes to spend no money for a hall and other paraphernalia.

Sur^hlT professional attitude of
fp «t"f Purushotham,
prostituteTn'tL 1° Chintamani, a
her real-life hush ̂  having had a tussle with
stru Se^^ Pl-y began. The husband
foreheadInTbl?d™^^^^^^^ ^P ̂ ^ on herg. She was already dressed. It was
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time for the prayer. She quickly had some powder applied to the
wound decorated an ornament to cover the wound and went on
to the stage. She left off her tensions in the wings and went into
the role the very moment she went on the stage. Such stories are
aplenty If a person dies during the show time, the body is kept,
L play performed as usual and then they attend to the needs.
Child births in the wings is a common happening.

The women are also in-charge of the costume and ornament

women completing abirth to a child Children were

It is amazing to see veiy
unhesitatingly, all made up^to the stage and

St tis their personal choice and professional
necessity and they accept it happily-
Artistic Life members, men and

Each major ^h^res the work from pitching
women, young ^ inside the hall and outside
the tent to «®°ving h, an ,„gi„e workers and
without any distinctio ̂  specific role
lighting men are Sttahhi
division among ihe mem _^^^pgtent to take up male roles
Women take female role , Ramabai,

also. There are impo g^thakumari, Janakamma andDhanalaxmi, SjAhadr^
others who welded ^ ^ all age groups, each one
As the members ^ ^ is adept in
takes up P make-up is limited to the actors who
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take up the major roles, all people, young and old, know straight
make-up. There will be no disparities between one and the other
either in the green room or during a performance. Everyone feels
the responsibility of not only doing his or her work, but also of
helping others. That theatre is a composite art and everyone
connected with it must work in unison to make the production a
success is nowhere better illustrated than in the Surabhi
companies.

Nagalaxmi as

Balavardhi Raju
Balanagamma

Vasundhara Devi
as Yama in

Sati Savitri

Examples of women playing men's roles

method'in all the other thp t -j casting-
KrishnamarhS'^^
set an examnk of a f to have
female roles. In a waT
of Surabhi's existence L ^ attraction, in the initial days
and showed all the rasas ®tage
ofoneandall^ ^''"jgara to the astonishment
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Though the idea of an understudy was never in existence, actors
were always available to replace any character. Since all of them
know the entire text by heart (not merely the dialogues of his or
her role alone), replacement in times of emergency becomes easy.
This, in a way, is again, a continuation of the puppet show tradition.
In puppet shows, eveiy performer knows the entire text. They
know it by way of repeating the lines of the songs in the chorus
every night they perform. The children learn the art by seeing
their parents perform and by repeating the lines in choral refrain.
The same tradition is continued here. Since there will be at least
about 15 to 20 performances of each play during an year (and
sometimes many more), and will have that many number of
rehearsals, the performers will easily get the lines and will be
thorough with the entire text.

If an occasion demands, leading actors take up small roles and
vice versa. We have obvious examples; Govinda Rao, the manager
of the company used to take up a negative role like that of a thief
in Kantamathi. Aveti Nageswara Rao, a character actor and
Company Manager used to do the role of a snake charmer. Peda
Ramaiah was said to have played the role of Raja Raja m
Sarangadhara and came back as the hangman at the end of the
play. Such examples abound even among women. Only because
they don't have such distinctions and inhibitions and because
everyone can do any role in that age group, the Surabhi companies
could overcome many exigencies of ill-health, accident, etc. and
continue their performances without any break.

Until recent times, all major companies used to maintain a
school within the camp with a teacher. Ten to twenty children
studied here during the day and participated in the plays in the
evening. However, as schools even in small villages are now
available, such in-camp schools do not exist anymore. Even now,
the whole camp resembles a 'gurukulam'. On one side there are
rehearsals going on for the forthcoming play. On another side,
the actors practise poems and songs with the harmonist and the
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tabla. player. Yet in another place, people prepare or mend wigs
and on another side women stitch and prepare costumes. It is a
combination of a 'gurukulam' and a workshop.

It is customary that Surabhi companies commission eminent
playwnghts to write plays exclusively for them. The plays are
specially written to suit the company and its actors. They write
the plays in consultation with the managers and the major actors
^ey are written keeping in view the potentialities of the actors.
a singer is to perform a particular role, he or she will be specially

provided with poems and songs. The same writer may be
cornmissioned to do the same play for another company if the

aCea^r dT' playwright writes analtogether different version of the play. Otherwise there are
dangers of confrontation between the two companies.

For example, Krishna Sarma wrote two different versions of
Bafanapamma. His treatment of the character of BalarZ in
4e two versions of Maya Bazar is a case in point. In one version

sing well and his diction is^LlIent''^& sober character and can
characterized as an elder statesman! '

a part of this preparatoiy groun A nl,
consideration the singers the act • ̂  wntten taking into

IS invited to stav with tho playwnght

once the play is completed Andtrain the actors in diction ^ ''f P^^^ity of the author to
and also guide them in mn speech, analyze the play for them
special coach for songs but'^ls^'^n Sometimes, there might be a
with the job. When the fi ^ harmonist is entrusted
"•W I. h.„o« •»»p>>y is«««!, .h,

IS "^o-nes to an end. From then
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onwards the Manager is responsible for the show. When the play
is on and if some actor does a mistake, the manager calls him the
next day and corrects him. The manager becomes responsible for
the successful conduct of the play once the author leaves the
company. It is like the Director and the Stage Manager in the
West. The director's job is complete when the maiden show is
presented from where the stage manager takes over.

If the manager is responsible for the overall production, each
branch is under the control of a person. Lighting, sound, curtains,
special effects, stage settings, gate keeping and ticket selling - each
of these areas will be controlled by one person and he or she will
report to the manager. Though a person is identified as in-charge
of a particular area of presentation, all others around help him/
her if help is required. This is especially true of lighting and
arranging the setting with curtains, wings or bits and pieces. Since
a Surabhi play runs nonstop until the interval (now a days the
play runs at a stretch without an interval) and each scene is
followed by another almost in a fraction of a second, the backstage
people must he alert all the time. During such times, even the actors
help to arrange the set, to pull a particular curtain, etc.

Some companies use 'trolley stages' for 'transformation scenes.
If a scene has a heavy setting and signifies a total change of locale,
the scenery is arranged on the trolley stage which is pushed onto
the main stage whenever needed and people wonder how such a
'big' scene is arranged in such a short time. It is wonderful to see
a play in the making, and how eveiything connected with the
production instantly begins shaping up. By the time the final draft
is ready and the play goes into rehearsals, all necessary
preparations begin simultaneously. Special curtains, settings,
dresses and all accessories will have been ready. And by the time
the first performance takes place, all supporting ingredients are
set properly. Surabhi people have an added advantage because
they rehearse the play eveiyday on the stage with the minimum
number of curtains and wings hung.
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The Surabhi people are very particular about auspicious days,
muhurtams and good omens. They perform the ranga pooja,
common worship and other necessary rituals whenever they start
a new play, besides doing invocatory rituals before each
performance. They usually invite fnends and elders in literary and
^  eatre fields for the first show and invite their suggestions and
implement them.

All major Surabhi companies are self-reliant. They do not
Spri They will have^enenced bacfatage workers besides actors and actresses. The
^ceneripr«tT ornament makers, painters
naSorm^f 1: every
cuSnir Tf": Sroup, besides lightmen,
larger SurabhTfamV ^ of the
feel that tbev are' ̂" V nephews - the workers also

r'if'contain the names nf nn ^^^bhi plays do not normally
i-ownbe/?h:r;;ix::4^ -scenic designers are dven Ko ^ music directors and
a cooperative art.

publicity, though some manpo ' Person is fond of undue
and local leaders which politicians

publicity. However, by and large thpvT^^.t^ getting newspaperfamily enterprise, the success of v are a part of a
willing participation. depends on everyone's

NOTES

pp. 48-55, Sanghika Jeevanam", Natya Kala, July 1968,
Newspaper reviews, arHcles and lone feature of women doing ''P^ok again and again of this

urabhi's popularity, at eaaT^ '<= "e the primaw reason
Maiiadi Venkata Krishna Sa '
k-ffanta, Hyderabad : 1965. A.eti N.gesw.ra Rao

IMPORTANT PLAYWRIGHTS AND
THEIR PLAYS

From the very beginning oftheir theatrical activities the Surabhi
elders laid great stress on the proper type of plays they wanted to
present. In the beginning years during their constant tours, they
requested well-known playwrights to write plays to suit their
companeis or request them to change the already existing scripts
to fit into their repertoire. Since almost all the plays written at the
time were mythological plays with lots of poems and songs, what
gave them cridit was that they could obtain plays by the most well-
known playwrights of all the regions in Andhra.

In the second phase, especially during Govinda Rao s time, it
had become customary to request a writer to be a resident
playwright" who would write the play, train the actors and stay
until the first performance. This is the time when mainstream
theatre and Surabhi theatre parted ways, while mainstream theatre
continued with the poetic musical play, Surabhi added scenic
effects. In order to combine such special effects along with poems
and songs, Surabhi theatre needed a specialist playwright who had
a first hand knowledge of theatre techniques and who was also
good in writing "absorbing scenes.

In the third phase, during the times of Govinda Rao's sons and
daughters, the palywright used to write a play to suit a particular
Surabhi company. The play then will be rehearsed by the music
director and the manager-director and at the end, the author will

I
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8. Subhadra Parinayam improvised

9. Sri Ramanjaneyam Pisupati Chidambara

(Lankadahanam.) Sastry

10. ParijatkcqKiharanam Marepalli Ramachandra

Sastry (adopted for the

company)

11. Bilhaneeyam

*12 JCantamati Improvised text based

on the Gubbi company's

play by Tadakaluri

Kuppuswamy

13. Bhallana Charitra

14. Myravana Imrpovised text from a

puppet play by Tadakaluri

Kuppuswamy

'iS-Chandrakantha Vajjhala Chintamani
Sastry

*16. Mahakavi Kalidas Toomu Narasimha Das

17. Seetha Kalyanam Chilakamarti Laxmi

Narasimham

18. Narakasura Vadha

19- ̂ ^yopakhyanam

20. Sati Anasuya Viswanadha Kaviraju
'21. Krishna Leelalu Panditha K. Subrahmanyi

Sastry

*22jM.va Kusa

^3-ChintCLnicin.i Kallakuri Narayana
Rao

24. Lanka Dahanam Panditha K.Subrahmanya
Sastry

for all companies

T
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25. Shiva Leelalu Chakravadhanula

Manikva Sarma

(In the first and second generation, plays written for either Sri

Sarada Manovinodini Sabha or for Govindaraya Surabhi Natya

Mandali were used by all the companies until and unless the

companies felt that they would like to have their own version of a
particular play).

Second Generation Plays

26. Dasavataramulu Bulusu Seetharama for Govindaraya

Sastry Surabhi Natya Mandali

27. Chitranaleeyam Dharmavaram

Ramakrishnamacharyulu

*28. Kanthamati Sriramula

Satchidananda

Sastry

29. Surpanakha

Garva Bhangam

30. Jaganmohana Malladi

Atchyutarama Sastry

31. Sampooma Panditha Bellary

Mahabharatam K Subramanya Sastry

32. Kumara Vyayam Chakravadhanula
Manikya Sarma

33. Ravana Charyalu

*34. Sati Savitri Viswanatha Kaviraju

*35. Satya Harischandra

36. Mahananda

37. Kalidas

38. Stree Samrajyam Kopparapu Subba Rao

•fAt—r

V -•





r 4

200 Nagabhushana Sarma

39. Bhakta Kahir Chakravadhanula for China Ramaiah's

Manikya Sarma Sarada Manovinodin

Natya Mandali

40. Sri Krishnavataram Viswanatha Kaviraju "

41. Vasanthasena » » » „

42. Paduka Pandita K. Subramanya for Chinna Ramaiah

Pattabhishekam Sastry

43. Bhagavatham Viswanadha Kaviraju

44- Kusalavabhyw

dayam
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45. Kanakatara Chandala Kesava

46. Jayantha Jayapala (?)

47- Subhadra (?)

Parinayam

for all companies

48. Zamindar Viswanatha Kaviraju forAveti

Venkataswamy

49- Satnpooma Hari Purushotham » "
Ramayanam

50. Sampoma » » » „

Bharatam

51. Bobhih Yuddham Sripada Krishna Murthy
Sastry » „

•52. Balanagamnu. Hari Pumshothant Aveti Venkata Swamy
53. Pa^an^^^ Yuddham "

54. First CUiss Bjl.

55* R^uthamati
Sri Venkateswara

Natya Mandali

56. Prameelarjuneeyam Viswanatha Kaviraju Govindaraya Surabhi

Natya Mandali

57. Gangavataranam Somaraju Ramanujarao Sri Venkateswara

58. *Patalabhairavi Hari Purushotham

Third Generation Plays

59. Abhagini

60. Kalapahad

61. Pratijna

62. Alexander

63. Balanagamma

64. Dakshayagnam

*65. Mayala Marathi

66. Sri Krishna

Devarayalu

67. Balidanam

68. Prematarangalu

69. Krishnaveni

Malladi Venkata

Krishna Sarma

Malladi Venkata

Krishna Sarma

70. Stree

«  99

71. C.LD.

72. Bhakta Ramadasu D. Gopalachaiyulu
73. Daksha Yagnam Hari Purushotham

74. Devadas

Natya Mandali

Poornanda Dramatic

Theatres

Poomanada Drmatic

Theatres

Sri Sarada Natya

Mandali

for Poomanada

Drmatic Theatre

Sri Sarada Vijaya Natya

Mandali

for Sarada Vijaya Natya

Mandali
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plays came out. They were also particular that the plays reflected
not only their acting talents, but also their technical virtuosity.
Thus, later plays written for different companies, are "typical
Surabhi" plays, for they have ample scope for acting as well as for
showing the Surabhi "effects".

Further, the chronological data also indicates how the Surabhi
people responded to the changing trends in the society and in the
field of dramatic literature. Starting with mythological plays and
plays on folklore and local legends, they later chose plays based
on the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. These plays gave the
groups ample scope for showing their acting talent and also lent
them an opportunity to show multiple "effects" for which Surabhi
has become famous of late. However, they also welcomed the idea
of historical plays written for them exclusively or such plays taken
from well known writers and trimmed them to suit their "style" of
performance. Still later, they requested their resident writers to
write "social" plays for them. Kopparapu Subba Rao was the first
^e to provide Govinda Rao with such a script (Stree Samrajyam).
Tliey did not, however, opt for complete prose plays. Their social
plays also have poems and songs though not in such abundant
numbers as in their mythological plays.

In this connection, the contribution made by some of the major
p aywrights whose plays enriched the repertoire of Surabhi
companies is to be remembered in the same way as the
contnbution of the great Surabhi actors and actresses.
1. Raptati Subbadas(1869 -1964)
Satya Harichandra, Sarangadhara, and Sakuntala
Subbadas was the writer-director who gave Surabhi a name

..dZt rsssz"'"?!" ™ "> ■»™
i> • chaltoe, „d p„.ed "

■.a •!» .cMevsd n.me actor in his home town.
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^  ̂ • V
t  I Raptati Subbadas
^  J years

Dharmavaram, Ananthapur district. He was cajoled to accept the
offer. He was with the Surabhi group for 4 years during which
time he not only gave the families training in diction and song,
but also gave a name to the newly-generated company as "Sri
Sarada Manovinodini Sabha".

Subbadas wrote three plays while at Surabhi and trained the
actors suitably, besides taking the major roles in them. He also
took them to see other plays while touring, especially those that
were performed by the two well-known Bellary companies - Sarasa
Vinodini Sabha of Dharmavaram Ramakrishnamacharyulu and
Sumanorama Sabha of Kolachalam Srinivasa Rao. This was
immensely helpful to the actors.

Satya Harischandra is a famous mythological play and has
always been popular with the audiences. Sarangadhara is a local
legend woven around the famous ruler of Andhra, Raja Raja
Narendra and his supposedly ill-fated son, Sarangadhara. This is
a fictitious story and the king, Raja Raja', had no son called
Sarangadhara. However, several folk songs and ballads were in
vogue and with the 'Jangam Katha' balladeers this was the most
popular narrative. The legend narrates the story of how
Sarangadhara's step- mother, Chitrangi, loves her step son and
attempts to seduce him. When the son rejects her amorous
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Kantamathi, a popular legend in South India had a bearing on
'Sadarame', a successful play written in Kannada. It was one of
Gubbi company's hits. The play was popular with the rural
audiences because of the love episodes of the hero and the heroine
and the role of a comic villain, a thief (which was for long a pet
role both for Govinda Rao and China Ramaiah). The improvised
play fell short of a well-knit play like Surabhi's other plays with a
loose construction of the plot, having no eye on characterization.
However, the play rewritten by resident playwrights several times
IS still performed to packed houses in villages, but rarely performed
m cities.

_ Myravana, an episode popular in puppet tradition, has been
mprovised as a play by Krishnaji with some new songs now
mtr^uced by Tadakaluri Kuppuswamy. Myaravana, though not
a part of the Ramayana, is a local version that traces the victoiy of
^a over^vana's friend and king ofthe underworld, Myravana.
Bhallana Chantra, again, is a folk stoiy and was an adaptation of
the Kannada play, Bhallana Chantre.

Among the three plays, Myravana and Ballana Charitre were
soon discarded by Surabhi companies and in 1906 Kantamathi
was commissioned to he specially written by SriraruTa
Sach^ananda Sastiy. The play is still one of the Lst poZlr
Surabhi plays in villages. It is also called "Gaja Donga" because of
the importance given to a thief in the nlav anH i, •
virtually made the hero of the play. "
4. Malladi Achyutarama Sastry (1872-1943)

Jaganmohana, Sri Krishna Leelalu

nf 1^"' '^°"ipany' writers of the first quarter
- mXTuI"' ^«hini Sre
BharatiNatakaSamTif T' Mylavaram BalaMalladi had a facile p^m'^ot
Draupadi Vastranfr/i ^ most popular plays are
Kuchda. 5n iCrzs/ma Leelalu and Bhato
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The author was especially invited to write Jaganmohana for
the Surabhi company. There was also a Kannada play with the
same theme made popular by the Gubbi company. Following the
Kannada play, Sastry wrote a well-knit play in which truth
ultimately won. Veerasena's truthfulness until the end of the play
and the true love between Mandavi and Mohana, Jaganmohana
losing his life due to the vile manipulations of Ghatodari - each of
these episodes was woven with care and dramatic effect. The play,
like a later day Balanagamma, was a great success in the rural
areas especially for its thrilling scences of intrigue and comedy.

Sri Krishna Leelalu is still one of the most popular plays of the
Surabhi repertoire depecting Sri Knshna's early encounters with
the demons. Some later-day Surabhi companies, however, took
up Pandita K. Subrahmanya Sastry's version of the play as it was
made popular by other commercial companies.

5. Chilakamarthi Laxmainarasimham (1861-1946)
Seetha KalyananiyNarakasura Vadha

(Prasanna Yadavam) and Gayopakhyanam

A versatile playwright and novelist, Chilakamarthi is credited
with the writing of the most popular mythological play
Gayopakhyanam. Chilakamarthi gave his early plays to Vanarasa
Govinda Rao during their visit to Rajahmundry in 1906,

Seetha Kalyanam and Narakasura Vadha were originally
written for his own association, Hindu Nataka Samajam and
Chilakamarthi allowed other samajams also to perform them, as
was the practice until the commercial companies came into
existence on a large scale.

Seetha Kalyanam, as the name suggests, is a play on the life of
Sri Rama from his birth to his wedding and contains several
interesting episodes that would befit a Surabhi performance.

On the other hand, Narakasura Vadha (originally called
Prasanna Yadavam, but Chilakamarthi allowed the Surabhi
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thematic thread that suggests the killing of Tarakasura binds the
story into a unified play.

The play had great acting potentials. When the play was
performed by Govindaraya Suarbhi Nataka Mandali, it received
universal acclaim as one of the best Surabhi productions.

In later years, Manikya Sarma wrote Bhakta Kabir for China
Ramaiah's Sarada Manovinodini Natya Mandali which also ran
for several successful seasons.

8. Viswanatha Kaviraju (Malladi Viswanatha Sarma :
1893-1947)

Sati Savithri, Satya Harischandra,
MahanaMa, Sri Krishnavataram, Lava Kusa,
Vasanthasena, Zamindar, Bhagavatam,
Kusalavabhudayam, Prameelarjuneeyam, Kalidas

A scholar in Sanskrit an/i Tr.i
memorable name in the hict Sarma is a
and 1940. HisTanslt rT ^^^^tre between 1920
Ascharya Chudamani on one Saktibhadra's
like Dongatakam on ther otb^' and his humorous one actors
theatrical achievement. Besider' ® pedestal ofknown as a visionaiy who alwa ̂  anccessful plays, he is also

ays dreamed of the well-being of the
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Telugu theatre. He is singularly responsible for consolidating all
the theatre people on to one platform through Andhra Nataka
Parishad in 1923 at Polaki, his native village in Srikakulam district.
When he was approached by Vanarasa Gaovinda Rao to write plays
for his company, Kaviraju came into contact with him. He met the
members of the Govindaraya Surabhi Natya Mandali at Tenali,
when it was camping there. It was here that he envisioned the
need for a theatre consortium and shared it with Vanarasa Govinda
Rao and his secretary Kothapally Laxmaiah. It was under
Kaviraju's over-all supervision and the financial assistance of
Govinda Rao that Andhra Nataka Kala Parishad was started to
promote theatre activity in 1929- He was the Chairman of the
Reception Committee that successfully conducted the first
Parishad.

Kaviraju wrote about twenty plays for Surabhi people - first for
Govinda Rao, then for China Ramaiah and for many other
important companies of the Surabhi people.

Among the seven plays he wrote exclusively for Govinda Rao,
Sati Savitri, Satya Harischandra and Mahananda are the most
well-known. The stories of the first two plays were not new either
to Surabhi audience or to other audiences. Sati Savitri, written by
Sriramula Sachidananda sastiy, was a famous play performed by
another professional theatre, Mylavaram Company. In contrast
with it, Kaviraju's play offered a new dimension. Unlike Guraza
Naidu who raved and ranted across the stage with loud prowls m
the character of Yama, Tanguturi Koteswara Rao, a versatile actor
but an outsider who played in the Surabhi company, acted with
great restraint and understanding. Savitri and Satyavanta were
played by the two sisters Narasamma and Subhadramma. The play
exploited a woman's struggle against fate and was received
extremely well.

So is the case with Kaviraju's Satya Harischandra.This is the
third Harischandra that Govinda Rao alone produced - Subbadas',
Balijepalli's and now this play. Various tricks of Varanasi and the
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burial ground were introduced to make it attractive. The play had
a judicious mixture of songs, poems, rhetorical prose and native
metres like dandakam. The play is still very popular with all the
Surabhi groups.

Mahananda, of course, was an entirely different play. It was a
farce in true Kaviraju style and veiy much unlike any of Surabhi
plays. The play is about a king Madanakama Raju who is a fool,
who punishes those that did him good and rewards his adversaries.
He has a friend in Bhairava Sastiy, with whose help he wants to
cleanse public life. Govinda Rao's son, Subba Rao and his secretary,
Kothapally Laxmaiah played the two 'Sakara' type characters
memorably.

The next set of three plays- Sri Krishnavataram, Lava Kusa

f'"- China Ramaiah'sSarada Manovrnodmi Natya Mandali. Kaviraju also wrote a social
play, Zamindar, for Aveti Venkataswamy. His son Aveti
Nageswara Rao had the play in his repertoire all through.
9. Kopparapu Subba Rao (1896-1957)

Stree Samrajyam

dirtto'andm ~ ® producer and
accomnantrrf o " ® harmonist. He
Telanganadistrict7i\eyerriV2rHeTe''^'"t
The play is about tb^ ^ "nanda is almost nearer to a social play.

10. Malladi Venkata Krishna Sarma

T""-
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Venkatakrishan Sarma was the most prolific among the writers
who wrote for the Surabhi companies. Younger brother of
Viswanatha Kaviraju, Krishna Sarma also wrote some comic one
act plays before embarking upon writing mythological and
folkloristic plays. A man who knew the requirements of the several
Surabhi companies individually, he sometimes wrote three
different versions of the same theme.

Sarma also wrote social and historical plays for Aveti Nageswara
Rao's New Poorananda. He was also adept in including humorous
episodes in Surabhi plays written by others which were always
popular.

11. Hari Purushotham (1909-1974)
Sampooma Ramayanam, Sampooma Bharatam,

Bobbin Yuddham, Balanagamma, Palnati Yuddham,
First class BJi., Kantamathi, Dakshayagnam, etc.

Hari Purushotham is another prolific writer who wrote for
many Surabhi companies in the latter years of Surabhi. He wrote
plays for Aveti Venkataswamy's company and later wrote for S.A.
Baba Rao's Sarada Vijaya Natya Mandali. A writer who has a
felicitous pen, he wrote and restructured popular plays for all the
groups, especially for Aveti Venkataswamy, S.A. Baba Rao and
others.^
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Harischandra, Dushyanta and Sarangadhara with commendable
success.

Ramaiah was very keen on building this young organization.
With his amicable temperament, he entreated many a playwright
- including Marepally Ramachandra Sastry and Vajjhala
Seetharama Sastiy — to write plays for Surabhi theatre.

If Govinda Rao was responsible for initiating and nurturing
the concept of a professional family theatre and was the architect,
when Sri Sarada Manovinodini Sabha was launched, Peda
Rnmaiah was its principal promoter and the first proprietor. Until
his death in 1914, he was the unacknowledged leader of the group,
only next to Govinda Rao. His elder brothers, Venkaiah and
Krishnaiah too followed his instructions. Govinda Rao always gave
credit to his elders and left to them the day-to-day administration.
He naturally preferred his youngest uncle Peda Ramaiah, for he
was nearer his own age group and understood the problems easily.

Peda Ramaiah and his company toured northen Andhra twice
Thj also visited Rangoon and Mandalay in 1912-13 when Papabai
and China Ramaiah accompanied him. The numerous medals,
citations and addresses bestowed on him are all proofs of his
versatility as an actor, singer and manager. Peda Ramaiah was an
actor of great caliber. His portrayal of the character of Bhima was
ailed by one and ̂ 1. In later years he always donned the major

roles. His roles of Raja Raja Narendra in Sarangadhara, of
Hanschandra and of Dushyanta were considered better executed
than even Raptati Suhhadas' portrayal of them'.

In 1914, he suffered an attack while the Company was visiting
Secunderabad and he died there. Recently, Surabhi Nataka Kala

sl^nrrah™''^ ~ Mettuguda in
2. Vanarasa Govinda Rao

lor MfXr ™acumen. So much so, his managerial
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\  capabilities almost marginalized his virtuousity as
T  . - an actor. He was mainly responsible for the birth

of Surabhi, its consolidation and all-round growth.
He transformed a wayward, nomadic puppet group

into a self-reliant theatre group, which won the
respect of theatre lovers all over the state.

Born in 1868 and adopted by Venkaiah in 1877,
Pakeeranna alias Govinda Rao was found by Venkaiah and his
wife as an orphan suffering from chicken pox neglected by
everyone. Having lost his parents and brothers in an epidemic,
Pakeeranna was absorbed into the Vanarasa family. The entire
family treated him with love and affection. And soon he learnt the
arts of singing, puppet manipulation, and playing mridangam from
his foster parents and uncles. But he felt completely dejected by
the treatment meted out to puppeteers by villagers. Frustrated,
he shunned the job and ran away. When his parents entreated
him to come back, he came back solely on the condition that the
family would henceforth participate only in stage plays. After
running away, he went to Nandyal and joined Jyothi Subbaiah
Company, where he initially worked as an '

errand boy and later as an actor. As the
story goes, he played 'Viswamitra in
Harischandra very creditably.

Govinda Rao was not only instimmental
in staging Keechaka Vadha successfully - J
the first Surabhi play at the behest of ^
Chenna Reddy and Rami Reddy of
Surabhi, he also acted as Nakula in the
play. Govinda Rao actively participated
and played the roles of Veerabahu (and . -
later Harischandra) in Harischandra, ̂  "
Sarangrava in Sakuntala and Raja Raja ■■ ^
Narendra in Sarangadhara. He was

,  , r 1 Kanthamati
however remembered for the role ot
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Anjaneya in Sri Ramanjaneyam, also called Lanka Dahanam
wntten by Pisupati Chindabara Sastry. He was justly famous for
his role as the thief in Kantamathi and as Anjaneya in Lanka
Dahanam. He also showed his acting abilities in doing the role of
a basket-maker (Medaro) in Jayantha Jayapal-. In fact, his body
was burnt to a great extent while he was enacting the role of
Anjeneya. Since then, he acted only the thiefs role in Kantamathi
and mainly looked after the affairs of the company.

Undoubtedly, Govinda Rao was a leader with a vision. He
assiduously worked for the recognition of the Surabhi group as a
top theatre association. He devised plans for its over-all expansion.
And, more than anything else, he took the Surabhi elders and
youngsters along with him in the long and strenuous journey
undertaken by the families. And all of them followed him as
devotees follow a saint. He trained all his sons and daughters, sons-
m-law and daughters-in-law in theatre techniques including
acung^ He encouraged each one of them to start a company and
helped them m establishing it. Govinda Rao was an all-rounder,
ftough he spent all his abilities in energizing and enthusing

leafte' themselves into a vital force in Telugu

important. It was he who spearheaded a movement of

3s r°" practitioners in Telugu theatre -. p aywnghts, scholars and critics - and brought them on to

bestowedonhimJdtliaitrr^^^^^^^

to the SuraLi tr2b„ " are nearer
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3. Surabhi Aveti Papabai

Daughter of Subbaiah, Sanjeeva Rao's •
second son, Papabai was adopted by Peda ^
Ramaiah and she virtually spent all her life 9
with him and with the first Surabhi theatre

company Sri Sarada Manovinodini Sabha.
Her acting abilities were praised by one and
all. Even at the age of 8, she was considered
a gifted singer.

Papabai is the first known actress on the modern Telugu stage.
Considered attractive and beautiful, cast in any role, she was easily
the centre of attraction. She enacted the role of Sairandhri
(Draupadi in disguise) in Keechaka Vadha - the veiy first Surabhi
play. She acquitted herself well behind the stage in the puppet
shows as well as on the stage. Later on, she enacted all major female
roles such as Sakuntala, Chandramati and Chitrangi in the early
plays of Surabhi. An ace singer and a charming beauty with
attractive personality, she stole the honours in whatever role she
did. Her mastery lay in enacting completely diverse roles of
Chandramati and Chitrangi convincingly, depiciting these
characters with equal aplomb, command and ease.

Papabai toured all over Andhra with the Surabhi Company and
she also accompanied her foster father - Peda Ramaiah, to
Rangoon and was suitably honoured by the people of Rangoon.
After Peda Ramaiah's demise, she became the Manager of Sri
Sarada Manovinodini Sabha and ran it successfully for more than
ten years. She rechristined it as Sri Sarada Manovinodini
Sangeetha Nataka Sabha. On seeing her talents, Kochervu Gangi
Reddy was so ardently attracted by her beauty, personality, and
talent that he gave up his family name to marry her and changed
his name as Aveti Gangaiah. She was blessed with one son - Aveti
Pullaiah, who married Govinda Rao s third daughter — Dhanalaxmi
Devi. She was a great inspiration for her son while starting Sri
Sarada Vijaya Natya Mandali - one of the foremost Surabhi
companies and also one of the five existing companies today.
Papabai died in 1933-
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4. Vanarasa China Ramaiah

I  0116 of the sons of Vanarasa Sanjeeva

.  family took to theatre, he soon got into
it with whole-hearted involvement.

A quick learner and an arduous practitioner, China Ramaiah
soon became an all-rounder, and set himself as an example for
ofter Surabhi people to emulate. He was an expert in all branches

theatre - an actor par excellence, singer, technician of merit,
painter, moulder, dresser and backstage expert. He was also
considered an expert in erecting a tent and removing it and setting
up fte stage with all the curtains and other special stage
equipment, in the shortest span of time.

China Ramaiah shared the responsibilities of running the
Samajam first with his uncle, Peda Ramaiah and then with his
brother, Govinda Rao. He also pursuaded Govinda Rao to get
new plays wntten as a result of which plays like Kumara VijayL
avanacharyalu andDasavataaraalu were added to the repertoire'

the mlToftha?'"' himself well. He played
Sn surab^^^^^^^^ 'I Vanarasa
portrayal ofthe rolfoTsn^'
like AdibharNa the appreciation of pandits

Veeraswamy PiUai mT\j\ a ^^hatla and learnt violin undermy Pillai in Madras. While in Madras he also learnt the

As Sakara in Mrichakatika

Important Actors 223

^IH ̂ofpainting from the famous painter
Venunadham. He was the painter of

^ the front curtains designed for almost
^  all the earlier Surabhi companies.

China Ramaiah also learnt the art

of dress-making and introduced
embroidery and "chamki" work for the

L^Pu^li dresses which looked very elegant. He
was adept in every aspect of a stage
production. In fact, he was the first
technical expert of the Surabhi
companies.

M * ^^ma Ramaiah's able portrayals of*  . -jw*- all types of roles was appreciated by
one and all. He played the roles of

As Sakara in Mrichakatika Kamsa, Hiranyakasipa and Krurasena

- the demon characters on one side and "Dheerodatta" characters
like Harischandra, Rama and Anjaneya on the other. In the first
Mrichakatika he was Sakara and his role of the thief in
Kantamathi received high approbation.

China Ramaiah was with Govinda Rao's Sarada Manovinodini
Sabha until 1927 when he started his own company and called it
Sri Sarada Manovinodini Nataka Sabha and later rechristened it
as Sri Sarada Manovinodini Natya Mandali, which he bequeathed
to his son Abbaji Rao. He died in 1957 at Hyderabad.
5. Vanarasa Laxmanuna

Vanarasa Laxmamma, the second wife of Govinda Rao, was
one of the finest first generation Surabhi actresses, who had an
inexhaustible passion for acting. She was equally at ease and full
of poise in romantic as well as vampish roles. Daughter of Aveti
Gangaiah and his second wife Govindamma, Laxmamma s entry
into acting came only after she married Govinda Rao. Govinda
Rao had married her sister Peda Subbamma earlier, but when the
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company flourished and a heroine was

needed, he married Laxmamma having
^wW^Hjk ' known her singing abilities and her
jK|m I interest in acting. She was hardly ten

years at the time. She soon learnt the

'W^ " of dialogue rendering and singing
V  from her husband and became an asset

fc- I Laxmamma did not seem to have
Jl Jvj participated in Keechaka Vadha - the

first play. She came into prominencewith Sarangadhara. wherein she acted as Chitrangi while Papabai
^who used to do the role of Chitrangi - did Ratnangi. Laxmamma
ml? r to all theshe did. She was especially known for two roles - as 'Maya
Sasirekha m Maya Bazar and Chandrakanta in the play of the

praised her as a commendable AsMohini in Dasarata^a^
actress and a great asset to the Comnanv u
Madras for her femalpUari i • She was honoured m
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perfect understanding. Her roles as Pramada in Stree Sahasam,
Kamala in Kanakatara and Mohini in Dasaavataaraalu were

remembered by the audience of the day for a long time.

When Govinda Rao settled down at Polasanipalli, she also

joined him there and toured with the Company very often. She
was said to be a very humane person, and helped all her kith and
kin.

Laxmamma lived in Polasanipalli and died on 24.11.1974 there.

6. Sindhuri (Sindhe) Narasamma

Daughter of Vanarasa Govinda Rao
^HBr and Peda Subbamma, Narasamma was
^  2'' ,^1 active on the stage throughout her life.

^^EiSIPt She donned the roles of Seetha, Savitri,
^  Anasuya, Devaki, Chandramathi and

such of the roles of the heroines in her
father's Govindaraya Surabhi Natya

r  i ' Mandali with which she travelled allL  ' /

t  4 i\ ■ ' over Andhra several times and to
/ //. . Rangoon and Mandalay.

She married Sindhuri Venkatappaiah and

together they started Sri Sarada Natya
Mandali. A person devoted to her work who rWT^^P|B^
made a mark as an artist of exceptional merit
she recieved encomiums both from the / /

Having lost all their property in 1947 while jSy ̂  _
camping in a Telangana village during the ^
Razakar movement, the couple with their
children came back to her father's company
and continued to perform until her last Narasamma as Narada
breath in 2003* Kumara Vijayam

^ /

//I. -
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7. Surabhi Aveti Dhanalaxmi Devi

]  A second generation actress, Dhanalaxmi
I  j I Devi was the daughter of Vanarasa Govinda

w" Suhbamma. Bom in 1906, she was
W\ ' initiated into theatre at a very young age and

j  acted as young Krishna, young Kanakasena,
Prahlada, Lava and acquitted herself in all the

''"r / child characters.

Dhanalaxmi Devi married Aveti Pullaiah -
son of Gangaiah and Papabai. She was

blessed with well-known actors as parents as well as parents-in-
law. She enacted all the important female roles in the early phase
of Govindaraya Surabhi Natya Mandali. Later on, she too started
a company along with her husband - Bharata Natyaopadhyaya
Aveti Pullaiah. While she leamt music from Surabhi Papabai and
Garikaparti Kotaiah Devara, she mastered acting techniques under
the able guidance of her father - Govinda Rao. Dhanalaxmi Devi
played important female roles in all the plays of her father's
company and later, did all the 'character roles' in her own company,
Sn Sarada Vijaya Natya Mandali. She successfully acted in the
roles of Seeta in Lava Kusa, Kaika in Sampoorna Ramayanam
Laxmi in Anasuya, Urvasi in Kurukshetram and Radha in
Chmtamam. Her roles as Seeta in Lava Kusa
and as Radha in Chintamani were highly
acclaimed. As Radha in Chmtamani, she
showed exceptional acting abilities. For, in
the later scenes Radha is shown to be turning ■' v
insane. And Dhanalaxmi made her Radha
appear so real that even the doctors who , ' *^"^3
attended the show were puzzled if she had

specialized as Yashoda in KrishL Leelalu,
nasuya in Anasuya and as Kunti in ' as m in

fu s etram. While playing these BhookailasAs Kaisiki in
Bhookailas
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characters, she assiduously combined vachika and angika aspects
judiciously. She was specially equipped with a fine singing voice
and, with her training in music from stalwarts she brought in a
special classical flavour into the portayal of the diverse characters
she played.

She had the good fortune of having talented sons and daughters
who continued the theatreical traditions she so carefully
nourished. S.A. Baba Rao, Prakasa Rao, Chandra Rao, Papa Rao
and Krishna Prasad were all well-known actors specialising in
various roles, while her daughter Surabhi Balasaraswathi gained
recognition as a character actress in Telugu cinema.

Dhanalaxmi Devi was closely associated with Sri Sarada Vijaya
Natya Mandali - the company that she and her husband started in
1933. When she died, this company was taken over by her eldest
son S.A. Baba Rao, with the other brothers taking active role.

She passed away in 1975-

8. Rekandar Subhadramma
Rekandar Subhadramma was the

'  daughter of Govinda Rao and Laxmamma
andwasbomini9i2atVijayawadawhen
the company was performing there. She

■' ■ i education from her father^ 1 Govinda Rao and Shri Srirama Murthy. In
y"' A her 6th year she started her acting career

'  '' and continued it for over 50 years. Earlier,
she was an important actress of Govindaraya Surabhi Natya
Mandali - her father's theatre group, and later on in Sri
Venkateswara Natya Mandali - her own theatre. She married
Rekandar China Venkata Rao in 1926 and founded Sri
Venkateswara Natya Mandali in 1937* Here, she exhibited her
extraordinary skill as an actress who could play both male and
female roles with equal aplomb and facility.
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After Peda Ramaiah's wife - Rama Bai, who was known for her
male roles, it was Rekandar Subhad-ramma who challengingly
competed with all major contemporary actors in Surabhi as well
as theatres outside in portraying all the leading male roles. Sri
Rama m Sampoorna Ramayanam, Balarama and Duryodhana
in Kurukshetram, Yama in Sati Savitri, Anjaneya in Lanka
Dahanam, Harischandra in Harischandra, Vengalaraya in Bobbili
Yudham and Narada in SatiAnasuya. Similarly, she had enacted
the female roles of Chandramati in Harischandra, Chintamani in
Chintamani, Anasuya in Sati Anasuya and Balanagamma in the
play Balanagamma with unusual ease. All these roles demanded
angika. vachika &nd satvika - the elements of virtuosity in a
balanced proportion and Subhadramma had equipped herself well
in all these areas of theatrical exposition and gained a name for
her excellent acting abilities.

Besides, Subhadramma was also known to be an able instructor.
Happily, she took up the responsibility of training actors and
actresses of her company and did justice to it with great elan.
ecause of her inimitable rendering of poems with a stress on the

bhava and her mellifluous singing, she was regarded as one of the
opmost actresses of her time. She was honoured by several
associations including the Andhra Nataka Kala Parishad frher
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exceptional acting prowess. She was also one of the early singer-
actors whose grampbone records were famous.

Subhadramma was also known for her administrative

capabilities. She single-handedly brought her Surabhi group as
one of the top-most companies and nurtured its destinies. Her
helpful nature and readiness to help the needy, both in Surabhi
and outside Surabhi, earned her the name of a benevolent
manager.

9. Surabhi Aveti Poornima

Born on March 18,1918, Surabhi Aveti

Poornima was the daughter of Govinda |
Rao and Laxmamma. She was one of the I
illustrious actresses of Telugu theatre in ^ ^ jj^B
the middle ofthe 20th century. Poornima

had her early training from her parents
and made her theatre debut in her fifth
year, as a child artist playing roles like Sri J
Krishna, Lava, Kusa and the young ■
Kanakasena. When Govinda Rao's company toured Burma and
other cities, Poornima was recognized as a child prodigy and was
showered with praises and gifts.

In late 1930's when many ofthe stage actresses left for cinema,
Poornima ably filled the void with her masterly portrayals of
several memorable roles outside the Surabhi groups also. In tire
early days of her career, she had the good fortune of being
associated with Bellaiy Raghava, an illustrious actor-director, who
sharpened the expressive skills of Poornima. Though she had her
moorings in Surabhi as a child artist and later in New Poomananda
Dramatic Theatres of Aveti Nageswara Rao as the female lead for
a few years, she worked as a free-lancer and acted with almost all
the contemporary giants of the stage. On the Surabhi stage she
enacted the roles ofAnasuya in SatiAnasuya, Savitri m Sati Sauitri
and Prameela in Prameelarjuneeyam with distinction. Poornima
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important roles such as Draupadi in
Mahabharata, as Urvasi in Urvasb

other memorable roles. With an

portrayed.

portrayals worth their mention are^^.sny..r^atiAnasuya Rokila in Panuganti's Koldla, Kaika
m P^ugantx s Paduka Pattabhishekam, MaUamamba in Sripada's
°bbih Yuddham, Kamala in Dharmavaram Gopalacharyulu's

^amados Md asNagamma in Vavilala Somayajulu's iVayafcurain
All these plays performed in the mainstream theatre, were highly
successfiil and her acting talents were acclaimed as unique.

Poornima started her own theatre group along with her
husband Aveti Ramaiah - the Sarada Natya Mandali - for a short
while. She later joined her brother-in-law's theatre group - New
Poornananda Dramatic Theatres. She later left that also and
remained a free-lancer. Poornima also acted in many films
mcludmgApauadu,Samant/!atomam-,AndalaRamudu,Miifoa/aMuggu and Seetha Rama Kalyanam. She was honoured by
Mdhra Pradesh Government and several important organizations
mc udmg ̂ ^ra Pradesh Sangeeta Nataka Alrademi and Andhra
Nataka Kala Parishad.

9. Surabhi Aveti Santhakumarl

bom of In Laxmamma, Santhalmmari wasPn , 1923 at Jagannadhapuram in Visakhapatnam

district and took to theatre at a very tender

age. Like all other children bom in Surabhi
families, she too started her career by

performing as a child artist in roles like
Lava or Kusa in Lava Kusa, Prahlada in

Bhakta Prahlada, Lohitasya in Satya

'f Harischandra and Krishna in Krishna
f •' y Leelalu.

\  ̂ In I939t Santhakumari was married to
Aveti Prasada Rao. She was equally comfortable in male and
female roles and showed her acting prowess ably. She could
present the khandita nayika - as Satyabhama in Srikrishna
Tulabharam with the same mastery as she did an aggressive and
villainous character like Krurasena in Kanakatara.

Santhakumari performed major lead roles in all the plays her
company produced. Out of the many female characters that she
enacted, particularly memorable are : Prameela in
Prameelarjuneeyam, Satyabhama in Srikrishna Tulabharam,
Savitri in Sati Savitri and Balanagamma in Balanagamma.

Among the male roles, she was known for her potrayal of Sn
Krishna in the Mahabharata plays, Harischandra in Satya
Harischandra, Narada in Sati Anasuya and Karyavardhi Raju in
Balanagamma. She acted in several social dramas too. In their
own production oiMahananda, she played the lead male role and
she also acted in a female role in Stree Samrajyam.

In 1959, she started Gajapati Natya Mandali and was active for
more than twenty five years managing the company and
performing in plays.

Santhakumari also earned distinction for her role of
Madhuravani in Kanyasulkam. She was honoured by several
associations including Andhra Pradesh Sangeeta Nataka Akademi.
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lO.Vanarasa Subba Rao

on October 20, 1912, at Pagalla
mm Gannimettu village in Kadapa district,

Subba Rao was the second son of

A ' ■ Govinda Rao and Subbamma.
m  spite of frequent travels, Govinda Rao
'  his son to school and Subba Rao

1 studied upto 9th class. But soon, he chose
to come back to take up important roles

L —7— 1 Govindaraya Surabhi Natya Mandali.
From chil^ood. he was brought up in the finest environment of
disc^hned theatre activity and soon became a front-ranldng actor
m the company After his father relinquished the manager's
position he and his brother Koteswara Rao inherited the company
and ran it successfully.

Subba Rao acted in all the plays of his father's company and

?oEtic^"r'' T" " mythological.
K^msri^ rKamsa in Knshna Leelalu, Manmadha in Anasuya, Yama in

inT! •Romayanam, Donga in Kantamathi, Aijuna

role of the judge in Stree 9 ^ ̂ Balanagammage stree Samrajpam, thus doing a large variety
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of roles, first under the guidance of his father and later,
independently. Subba Rao was the manager of Govindaraya
Surabhi Natya Mandali from 1942 to 1970. He was honoured at
several places and was given the titles Sahaja Nata and
"Natakaavatansa."

11. Aveti Nageswara Rao

Bom on July 1,1914 at Maddanoor in
Kadapa District to Aveti Venkataswamy
and Anjanamma, Nageswara Rao etched
for himself a name unmatched by many

r  of his contemporaries. Venkataswamy
had two wives - Anjanamma and
Rstnanujamma. While Anjanamma did

I  M male roles remarkably well, the latter did
■ " female roles and Venkataswamy

himself took the comic roles.

Anjanamma had two sons and a daughter - Ramaiah, Nageswara
Rao and Janakamma, whereas Ramanujamma had two daughters
and two sons - Venkatamma, Bojjamma, Prasada Rao and
Chalapati Rao. Nageswara Rao was the first among tire performing
Surabhi artists to go to a college for higher education.

Nageswara Rao was groomed as an actor,
first, by his mother and later by China
Ramaiah. His brother Ramaiah married
Govinda Rao's daughter, Poornima and after ^
a few years of training in Govinda Rao s
company, Nageswara Rao and his brothers
started their own company at the village f
DopicharlaofWestGodavari district on Sept. '
4, 1934 with the performance of Srikrishna mMff M
Tulabharam in which he did the role of J Jgf
Narada. In 1937 he married Chellayamma, chellayammma
another daughter of Govinda Rao. For six

years all the brothers performed together, but they got separated
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HV t ^^S^swara Rao as Sakara in
Mrichakatika

later. Though separated, his elder brother Ramaiah and his wife
Poomima gave away their share and helped Nageswara Rao in

^oZZl "N 'T" his
bk T k. ̂  Dramatic Theatres" acknowledging
pZ?™ "■

Though not a great singer (his ideal on Telugu stage wasKaptlavat Ramanatha Sastry, an illustrious singe -actorT
Nageswara Rao was a versatile actor, having a flair fL doingfferent roles which earned him laurels both from the lay and
in '"^^^P™^^"°^y--ehisrolesofSakara
Harischandra S^R harom, as Harischandra in SatyaBalaZT^a le d^aTa ^-^^hi in

Nageswara Rao added several new nlavs to tb.

Ekatpkys'S''^^ likeTSm-fsrzr'"'^J'ichakatika Hp i i Tagore and Sudraka'sl"no.atl„n. „„ SaZTZ '7™"' '•"-m >.»«.?
units, the revolving Stage and tb ®^he stage into three actingn Partable stage for Surabhi plays
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Nageswara Rao was also responsible for consolidating all the
Surabhi groups existing then and started Surabhi Nataka Kala
Sangham in 1956, with himself as Secretaiy and Rekandar China
Venkata Rao as President. On behalf ofthe Sangham, he organized
a memorable event at Tenali in i960 to commemorate the
seventieth anniversaiy of Surabhi. He was justly hailed as the later-
day Govinda Rao.

Nageswara Rao passed away on September 26,1967.
12. Surabhi Aveti Baba Rao§Baba Rao is one of those Surabhi

managers who have proved to be able
administrators besides being actors

■  and musicians of exceptional merit.
Bom to Dhanalaxmi Devi, a daughter
of Govinda Rao and Aveti Pullaiah, son
of that illustrious singer-actress of the
first generation, Aveti Papabai, Baba
Rao inherited the best in the Surabhi
traditions.

I

m
.  ̂ i Born on May 7, 1923 Baba Rao

learnt the rudiments of acting and
signing while on tlie lap of his grandmother. At a tender age, he
became a disciple of "fiddle" (violin) Hanumanth Rao, who was
himself a student of Garikaparti Kotaiah Devara. He leamt violin
and harmonium and practised it so ardently that, at the age of 14
he became the harmonist of Govindaraya Surabhi Natya Mandali
belonging to his maternal grandfather and the founder of the
Surabhi theatres, Vanarasa Govinda Rao. He became so proficient
in music that he followed all the great singer-actors of his
generation including Vemuri Gaggaiah, Banda Kanakalingeswara
Rao, Pulipati Venkateswarlu, Peesapati Narasimha Murthy,
Panchangam Ramanujachaiyulu and many many others and made
a big name for himself and the art.
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his graSfaZr'r^are^ As Kamsa inSriJfristaa;ee(a/u
company and started his own company, Sri Sarada Vijaya Natya
Mandah in 1947 with his mother as the pioneering architect, which
IS actively performing even today. In the beginning, the five sons
ofAveti Pullatah and Dhanalaxmi Devi performed together. Baba
Rao, Prakasa Rao, Chandra Rao, Leela Papa Rao and Krishna

N r .r Sri Sarada VijayaNatya Mandali on the highest pinnacle of Surabhi theatres. But
ater each one started his own company. Their sister was the
famous cinema actress - Surabhi Balasarswathi.

Baba Rao was also fond of adding new plays into their already
existing large repertoire. Besides the plays that came hereditarily

fL hirr'"^; made Malladi Venkata Krishna Sarma write
Xonltfr cl
eaned it Kun 11'® ® oiSampurna Bharatam and

As Kamsa in Sri Krishnaleelalu
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company which did not have it on its prominent list of plays. At
85, Baba Rao is still active, playing on harmonium for his company
and directing the youngsters.

13. Surabhi Aveti Prakasa Rao

Born in 1922, Aveti Prakasa Rao was the

second son of Dhanalaxmi Devi and Aveti

Pullaiah. He started his acting career in 1930
as Ananta in ̂fanafcafara, with the blessings

p  grandfather Vanarasa Govinda Rao.
/S^ fjg trained in all the branches of play

j  ̂ J production by Vanarasa China Ramaiah.
He was under the tutelage of his elder

{ \ brother S.A. Baba Rao and enacted all major
produced by Sri Sarada

5ir y Vijaya Natya Mandali.

As an actor known for his fine expressive talent and sonorous
voice, Prakasa Rao endeared himself to spectators through the
major roles that he performed. He was especially known as an
actor with immnese stage presence and was strikingly recognizable
either while delivering a dialogue or even in silences. Thus, he
projected an all-round character image through action-reaction
sequences. As a singer, he used special interpretative technique
while singing poems or songs and judiciously used pauses and an
'intoning' method, stressing some phrases and uttenng some veiy
lightly, to great effect. He enacted the Dheerodatta and
Dheeralalita characters with equal facility. And he was superb as
Krishna in Kurukshetram, as Hiranyakasipa in Dasavataaraalu,
as Akrura in Srikrishna Leelalu and as Brahmam in
Veerabrahmendra Charitra. Some of the other characters enacted
by him such as Narada in Sati Anasuya, as Zamindar Narayana
Rao in Devadas and as Punnaiah in Pratigna, a social play, were
equally endearing. For over 30 years, he regularly followed "a - 15
play- a month - schedule", (or sometimes more) with about 10,000
performances to his credit.
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Prakash also acted in some Telugu
films: Vrishaketu in Rani Prameela

(1935) and Narada in
Vinayakachaviti (1957). Eminent

critics, poets and directors lauded his

honoured by several associations all

director and back stage expert. He ̂
was an able craftsman who created

sceneries and settings, did moulding ^

was equally goo'd Krishna in
j  . . , . , i^-uruksnetramdesigning and in making wigs. An
acclaimed actor, he was well versed in all aspects of theatre
productmn. Prakash was thus the ideal all-round theatre
personality that Surabhi theatre aimed to create.

He passed away in 1990.

14* Rekandar Bhojaraju

i/yHk the second son of Rakandar China
fik I ^^"hata Rao and Subhadramma, daughter of

j||LjP*5P# i Govinda Rao, on October ii, 1929 at.  Piduguralla village in Guntur district. Bhoja
®  all-rounder, who was7^ ®1"W®<^tvith a rare masteiy for doing comic

and ferocious roles. His portrayals of

and Kamsa on one s.TandT: «"^"ya Kasipa
Chintamani and ihethki in Kant uthe encomiums of audience other earned him
tremendous flexibilitv in mn. u- had a
of roles in diverse styles of nerf ̂  ™aelf to suit different typesstyles of performances. In mythological and

Um

iPW
mtmSli:A I
As Ghatotkacha in Mayabazar

P^ays, his porti'ayal of ferocious

flSviaS and comic roles was commendable.
y  ̂ tU He also adopted himself to new

*^'1 situations. When B.V.Karanth
-* directed three different kinds of

- plays for Sri Venkateswara Natya

i  ̂ mythologicalplay, C/zandipnya, aplaybasedona
legend and Basti Devata

Yadamma, a play based on Brecht's
The Good Woman oiSetzuan, Bhoja.

Raju played diverse roles with poise
-1" and perfect understanding in all the

\ m "1 " Especially commendable were
^As Ghatotkacha in Mayabazar jjjg roles of Subbi Setty, Ghatotkacha

and the thief in Kanthamathi, and King Santhana in Bhishma.

While Bhoja Raju played the demon's roles and comic roles,
his wife Anasuyamma played all the leading female roles in the
Venkateswara Natya Mandali.

Bhoja Raju was a great technician in all the fields - he was a
wig-maker, moulder, scenic painter, electrician, lighting expert,
engine mechanic, besides being a harmonist and tabla player. After
China Ramayya and S.A. Prakash very few Surabhi people
mastered all the aspects of theatre production including acting as
Bhojaraju did.

Bhoja Raju learned these arts from the Surabhi masters of the
earlier generation - ffom Hanumantha Rao he learned painting,
from Vanarasa Gangadhara Rao tabla and from Sampangi Papa
Rao harmonium.

He successfully managed Sri Venkateswara Natya Mandali after
his mother's death and was, to a great extent, responsible for
placing it on a sound footing. Bhoja Raju passed away on 21^^ of
September, 2005 ̂t Hyderabad.
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15. Surabhi Aveti Shyamsundar

y  Shyamsundar, son ofAveti Prasada Rao
i , . j Santhakumari, was born on August

vy^'J 27,1940. He was born at Rajanagaram of
SnH Godavari district, while his maternal

grandfather's (Vanarasa Govinda Rao)
company was touring the northern circars.

"  Initially, he was brought up by Govinda
Rao at Polasanipalli and later on by his
aunt - Vasundhara Devi at Tenali and

completed his school education in 1954. Like others, he too started
his career as a child artist and graduated to roles like
Bdavardhiraju and Aswathama. In 1959, he began playing major
roles m his own Gajapati Natya Mandali (Surabhi). He specialized
m Uddhata characters like Duryodhana, Viswamitra, Mayala
Marathi, Ghatotkacha, Hiranya Kasipa, Kamsa, Bussey, etc.
However, he was equally good in comic roles like Subby Setti He
was considered one of the finest younger generation actors for his
carefiil masteiy of all aspects of character portrayal.

Shyamsundar also directed new plays for his company,
especially JHoya Bazar, Lava Kusa, Veerabrahmendra Charitra
and Gunasundan Katha in which

secretary of the Surabhi Ltlfa
KalaSangham until his demise in Htt''
1995 and worked assiduously for WwSLBH
its consolidation. Shyamsundar as Ghatotkacha

m:-
Shyamsundar as Ghatotkacha

16. Surabhi Aveti Manohar

Manohar, a front-ranking actor of the

Ti younger generation, was one of the most
b  I devoted Surabhi people who loved the stage

5 until his last breath. Born in 1942 at
^  ® Akiveedu in West Godavari district as the
^ eldest son of Aveti Nageswara Rao and

Chellayamma, Manohar inherited his
father's zeal for theatre. After completing his

school education, he settled down in his

father's company, New Poornananda Dramatic Theatres.

Manohar learnt the art of acting from his father - an
accomplished actor and director. He
mastered the roles of Duryodhana,
Mayala Marathi, Nakshatraka and
Ghatotkacha under his father's
guidance and won laurels for his
masterly combination of vachika and

wound up. Manohar's fine personality, k
stage ̂ esence wer P i-,.^ociirpr As Veerabrahmendra Swamy
roles This fine actor and the treasurer ■ nuluieij. iiuo Brahmamgari Chantra

of Surabhi Nataka Kala Sangham,
died an untimely death while doing the role of Balarama on the
stage in 2003.

Tecbnicians

Surabhi theatres gave equal importance to actors and
technicians and always regarded them as two necessary
functionaries in a production. Each team has at least one master

m
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technician and others assisting
him. His job is to overview the

dr ^ d th

technicians are always drawn from

company developed its own expert Surabhi Aveti Chandra Rao
technician. However, some of them stand out. Chandra Rao of
the Sarada Vyaya Nalya Mandali was one such. With his experience
earned in the cinema field he introduced some of the major effects
m Mayabazar and Balanagamma which are still followed.
Vanarasa Govinda Rao (Jr.), Bhojaraju and Shyamsundar were
well-known backstage experts.

T

Poorna Chandrasekhar

mntr technicians, working as free-lancers, mention
handfin '5'' n Chandrasekhar, whose expert
isoSo well-utilized hy amateur
Sr^I^ T ;^en Nandi Natakotsavalu. Others popular in thetield are Rayalu, Raghunath, Shankar and Kishore.

Painters

Among early painters who were closely associated with Surabhi
were Gopisetty Hanumantha Rao and his two sons Nageswara Rao
and Kesava Ram. All the three painted curtains and other necessaiy
scenes for all the Surabhi teams. Later, however, many teams

Painters Kesava Ram, Hanumantha Rao and
Nageswara Rao

developed their own experts in painting. Kesava Ram is also known
as a make-up man. Several youngsters from Surabhi families work
in the media as make-up men today.

Other Surabhi personnel outside the Surabhi
Theatre Groups

There are several people who come from the Surabhi s family
theatre tradition who adhere to the profession, even after their
parents' or grand-parents' companies were wound up. Though they
do not strictly belong to the groups that perform as a group, they
work in the mainstream theatre as individuals and work on a
commercial basis. Among those that made a name for themselves,
mention must be made of Vanarasa Rama Mohana Rao
Charmonist) and Surabhi Jamunarayalu and Surabhi Prabhavati
(actresses). Several earlier generation actresses gained recognition
as actresses in the mainstream theatre among whom mention must
be made of P. Satyavati, R. Koteswari, M. Vijayamba and others.
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were supposed to be the jobs of men folk with ease. They do not
wait for someone else to come and do the work as work should be

done on time. Alert to the requirements on the stage and the
propriety of a character appearing on the stage, they share the
work. Each woman, man or child knows what is required in a
particular scene and what kind of setting will go with it.

Having chosen a vocation which gives them an identity, their
attitude, both on the stage and off, is professional to the core: to
be punctual, accommodative and to deliver the things to the best
of their ability. The difference between other outside theatres and
Surabhi's is that for the former groups other individuals work as
backstage people, lighting men, set and property people and sound
technicians, whereas in Surabhi all of them are their own brethren
and many a time the actors themselves share the responsibilities.
While in the other thetres, individual participants work for and
expect individual recognition, in Surabhi it is for group recognition.

As true professionals, they do not depend on outsiders for their
work. They stitch their own costumes including curtains, paint
the curtains, do moulding work to prepare instruments and
equipment for special effects. They do rehearsals in the morning
time or at least go through the songs and poems with the
harmonist. Everyone is alert to the work to be done and do it
without someone summoning them to do it.

2.Theatre as a hereditary family profession
Surabhi is perhaps the only one theatre group which follows a

family profession hereditarily acquired from ancestors. It is
customaiy to have family professions in other areas like potteiy,
blacksmithy, weaving and so on. Since the emergence of the
performing arts as recognized services at temple festivals there
arose families exclusively attached to certain temples, and
participate m devotional services through their chosen performing
art. In folk performing arts and in temple arts, such a practice is
seen often until recent times. The Surabhi families come from such
families and continued the tradition in theatre also.
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A Surabhi company consists of forty to seventy people, aU of
them belonging to one of the four families that originally
constituted the Surabhi group - the Vanarasa, Rekandar, Aveti
and Sindhe and a few outsiders, who are depending upon the

companies for generations. Marriages are done within the groups
- Vanarasa-s marrying either boys or girls from the other three
major Aare families. Very rarely does an outsider persist to many
a girl from a Surabhi family. In case one does, he will adopt himself
to Surabhi norms and family traditions. This firm and established
family togetherness is the only binding force that unites all the
members and also unites the actors and the managers. This is also
the reason for their uniqueness as "family theatre groups" which
have a venerable heredity of 120 years of continuous performance
record.

However, in recent years, marriages from outsiders are
becoming more common among those Surabhi people who do not
live in and work for a company. Sometimes ambitious parents in
the companies also do opt for outside alliances when the grooms
are well educated and belonged socially to a better position. But
such instances are rare.

In fact, this tradition of intra-community marriages was
inherited by the Surabhi families from their ancestors. Puppet
families depend upon intra-sect marriages for their solidarity even
today. Some of the other practices that Surabhi people adopted
until recently was sharing of the proceeds of a show. In fact, sixty
or seventy years ago, the sharing method adopted by every
puppeteer family was interesting: only half of the money the family
got from a performance went to that family; the remaining half
was distributed to all the non-participating families equally. This
tradition was extended to all the puppet families in a particular
village. Similar is the method adopted even now by taking into
consideration the Tight' of the disabled and old member-families
to get a share as the other families do.

However, in some families there seems to be a rift between the
older generation and the new in recent years, as is the case with
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families outside Surabhi, with regard to sharing of the proceeds.
However, family solidarity can be seen in every aspect of their
lives. They share joys and sorrows and celebrate ceremonies

together. One specific custom explains how they share the
common difficulties. If a company loses heavily in two successive
camps, due to natural or family calamities, they decide to have a
common kitchen and take a minimum amount as salary. This
may go on until the company regains losses and stands firmly on
its own and gains some profits.

These methods of solidarity, togetherness and affinity save at
least the present families from extinction. We have also instances
where a manager and his own family members behaved as bosses
and within a short time the company had to be wound up.

There is yet another feature that relates the present day Surabhi
people to the old puppet-day practices: it is the way in which the
young children are groomed on the stage. We often hear that
several Surabhi actors and actresses were bom in the wings Such
a statement is a verifiable fact since the pregnant mother must
have taken a major role in the play that evening and after the play
was over, gave birth to a child! Many were born on their journeys
from one place to the other. All this amounts to prove that the
stage IS Surabhi's birth place, and, of course, their death bed as
well. Stage is their living place and their performing place as well.

As in the puppet days, Surabhi children also learn their
rudiments of stage entiy and exit, their dialogue delivery and their
playfulness on the stage when they are hardly 2 to 3 years old.
Even a new-tom baby appears on the stage, held in the arms of
the mother. Thus the stage appearance of a child along with their
parents is his or her first lessons in acting! Among the puppeteers
formal teaching of songs will not take place until the boy or girl
^11 be nine or ten years old. Even by that time the children would
have learnt to manipulate the puppets. So is the case with Surabhi
children who enter the stage when they are hardly 2 or 3 years
o  an earn stage behaviour' by imitating their bigger cousins.
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The same technique of learning from the parents is in vogue m all
family professions even now. We often hear from the elders that
each one had a similar career in the childhood days - doing the
roles of Prahlada, Krishna, Kanakasena, Lohitasya and so on. Thus
theatre practitioners in Surabhi chisel their fine performances as
artists because their profession is heriditaiy and they inculcate
this habit of professionalism since their younger days.
3. A Repertory on wheels
A 'repertoiy' is an ensemble which performs a set number of

plays each year and can repeat them on request. Surabhi is a
repertory of a rare kind because some of the plays on their list ̂ e
being performed from the last 50 years or even
show that Brahmam gari charitra was given 155
by R. Narayana Rao's Sarada Prasanna Natya Kala Mandah
Huzurabad, performing on alternate days. Though this is a recor
15 or 20 performances of a play - say Mayo Bazar, Balanagamma
or Kurukshetram - have been common with every company and
in every major camp.

The monotony of a single play ^ pl^ ys
hundreds of times is avoided by constanfiy changing the pl^s
X week or ten days and playing to different audienc^. Th
major 10 to 15 plays in their repertoire will be performed for oneX months in a place, depending on the « °f ̂
neople and the collections. Plays are often repeated on publicSand Thus thecompanyis'on wheels'all through theyear and
the performance cycle also moves on. Like professional group ,
they repeat plays again and again if the spectators want repeat
performances or when there are sponsors coming forward.
A major company will undertake tours less often because a large

paraphernalia of about 3 to 4 lorry-loads
equipment along with 60 to 70 men will have to be traMported
a camp is to be shifted. Accessibility of the place of performance
to nearby sites is now a major deciding factor for camp shifting.





I

250 Nagabhushana Sarma

Eveiy actor and actress of the company knows the text of the
15 and odd plays in the repertoire and they can mutually prompt
one another when the play is on. Each one of the adult actors
knows what curtain is to be lifted or downed when and the timing
of a particular special effect. Since they live with the play, it
becomes a second habit with them.

4. Commercialism and Professionalism go together
Surabhi people know very well that they will have to earn

through their performances and theatre provides them their
livelihood. Many contemporary critics feel that the Surabhi
performances could be more artistic. They suggest thereby that
such purely artistic endeavours devoid of any attempt to get profits
out of them should be undertaken by them. But their work is not
only to present a play on professional lines, but also to make a
living out of it. However, the Surabhi companies never sacrificed
art for the sake of mere commercial gains. One must remember
that they will have to cater to the tastes of the common spectators
m villages and towns and so must always think of balancing their
professional artistic acumen with their commercial needs. In fact,
their performances oiMriehakatika,.Vasanthasena (two versions
of the same play by two different authors), Stree Samrajyam,
Krishnaveni and more recently, Bhishma and Basti Devta
Yadamma show that they can perform artistic plays like any major
Art Theatre in India.

If we look back at Andhra's own professional theatres outside
Surabhi, it will be evident that a minimum care regarding
commercial viability of a play was not looked into and
consequently, the Hindu Nataka Samajam of Rajahmundry, the
Mylavaram company or the Mothe company were to be wound up
due to the absence of such a viable commercial attitude.

In the case of the other professional theatre groups it was not a
great loss for the producers for they were rich, but in tbe case of
the Surabhi people, the selection of a play and an artistic
presentation of the same without caring for the returns, could not
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be very sixictly adhered to as they live on the income they get from
their productions, and the income depends on the patronage of
the larger section of the audiences. The managers and actors of
Surabhi concede that in village productions, they introduce group
dances knowing fully well that such sequences come in the way of
the play's structural growth, but in towns and cities they will avoid
all incongment scenes.

As real professional groups, Surabhi companies maintain strict
schedules and timings as advertised.

5. Unified Productions

Contrary to contemporary practices in Telugu theatre groups
around them from time to time, the Surabhi companies had stuck
to a format which would go well both with the rural and urban
audiences. All their plays are groomed towards "entertainment
with an equal admixtutre of music, dialogue, action, comedy and
dance and an abundant number of "surprises", based on technical
devices. They may edit the text according to the place of
performance; in villages, dance and comedy may dominate other
elements. In towns action and dialogue are made prominent.
However, at both the places, the "special effects" form a
predominant part of a production, though other elements like
diction and speech, emotional expression and stage movements
are all carefully practised and synthesized.

Unlike the productions in the mainstream Telugu musical
theatre, the Surabhis never overindulged in elaborate raga
singing! There were days when each company had at least half a
dozen good singers. There were pressures to make good use of
their musical expertise from audiences. But the companies did
not yield. They maintained that their format was liked by
audiences all over and felt no need to change. Today, however,
the singing abilities are not of a desirable perfection in some of
the companies. There is also a variance between the older
generation actors and younger ones in their musical talents; the
older generation definitely scoring a point
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Rehearsal of Basti Devata Yadamma. Karanth (at extreme right) at a music session

came out were not in the general format of the Surabhi plays. But
they instilled a new strength and confidence in the Surabhi
youngsters that they too can accept challenges and deliver goods
according to the needs of the changing times.

While the interaction between the Surabhi company (in this
case the Venkateswara Natya Mandali) and the director gave
positive results because it opened up new vistas before young
Surabhi actors and actresses, such experiments cannot be
undertaken too fre^quently since it involves huge financial burden
to compensate the loss of revenue for the company and pay the
actors during the preparation of the play. It is also not viable
because the experiments madeby B.V. Karanth, while qualitatively
meaningful, and of high caliber, failed to add to the list of plays to
be performed in the rural areas. As such, careful thought and
planning should precede such new experiments.

Of course, the practice of having a 'resident' playwright is tried
recently by another company (Sri Vinayaka Natya Mandali) which
mvited a contemporaiy actor-playwright, Burra Subrahmanya
^stry wite and direct for it a play "Shridi Sai Mahatmyam"

eron^ H I additions help reinvigorate thegroups and make them feel that they are abreast with times.
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8. Group Activity
From the veiy beginning of their theatrical days, Surabhi has

been known only as a 'group', or as a 'company*. No individual,
however important or great, is given special importance over the
others. They are all equal, the manager being the first among
equals. Even in the days of very prominent singers like Aveti
Papabai, and Surabhi Kamalabai and Prakasa Rao no individual
preference was given to them either in private treatment or public
announcements. Even when Govinda Rao was performing the
role of the thief in Kantamati, after he withdrew from stage
appearances due to an accident, it was advertised that the
manager of the company will act as the thief and no name ̂ven.
The same equal treatment is given in payments. No distinction is
made. It is this equi-distribution of honours and money that keeps
a bondage between the managers and the members of the
company. Though there seems to be slightly altered hierarchi^
system with the advent of the 'Manager' as the employer and the

^  othersasemployedincompanies,thespmtoftheoldsmglefanuly-
system prevails in most of the companies.

Such solidarity and group functioning can also be seen in their
social and personal lives. Their celebration of religious cerenaomes,
marriages and other social functions is a testim^ony to this
togetherness. Even if there are personal dissensions, they "0™^ y
do not come in the way of their getting together and feel the
'oneness'.

This feeling of 'belonging' is nowhere better seen in helping
» irms of prof.s™.! ™«fP.«'

,.Htliin a company, other companies come to their rescue oy
supplying men and materials so that theatre activities do not stop.
9 Role Selection and Casting
' Since the beginning days, Surabhi people followed a system of
casSg in a way that reminds one of Bharata's Natyasastra that
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role selection must be made taking into consideration the actor's
personality (rapa), age {vayo) and the characteristics iguna).
According to him, casting in the plays can be of three types -
"Anurupa" (men playing men's roles; women playing women's
roles, old men and children playing roles that suit their age). This
he considers the best and Surabhi adopts this system to a great
extent. In fact, in the beginning of their careers in late 19th centuiy,
people thronged the Surabhi playhouses because women were
playing women s roles. And the women were playing romantic
roles! This was unbelievable in those days. In the mainstream
theatre, this practice was unacceptable. So much so, only male
actors were donning the roles of female characters. When Surabhi
women came forward to perform on the stage, it created a
sensation. When they sang, people raved. And when they played
the roles of heroines and they danced, it became a marked
revolution.

Bh^ata's second prescription in casting, is "Rupanurupa" - men
Jmg female roles and nice nersa. Though no male does the role ^a female (the only exception heing demon roles like Tataki,
Putana, Maya Sasirekha. etc.), quite often female actors don male

thl'sr ir important Surabhi women acquittedaemselves well m male roles. Ramahai, Peda Ramaiah's wife, Aveti
Dhanalaxmi Devr, Rekandar Subhadramma, Vasundharamma and

?ml^Is T" .""T - thoir
™ famn?T' tho old
abilifel ringing

Type casting, as in all commercial theatres is nlcn q

'character' actors who will don the ml ^
Viswamitra and Vasistha Ott, Narada,vasistha. Other aged characters like Dasaratha,
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Bhishma, etc. will be given to aged actors in the company. There
are several instances of men and women who start with child roles,
then take up adult roles and ultimately will be cast in 'character
roles. All the others will be adjusted in 'bit' roles. There is no boy
or girl, man or woman that do not go on to the stage as an actor
except, of course, the hard-core techinicians. Even the technicians
may be asked to go on to the stage, if need be, as 'filler' characters
in a group.

10. Providers of Rural Entertainment

Though Surabhi companies performed in all the major cities
of India and in towns and villages in Andhra with equal ease, their
major contribution to the development of Telugu theatre seems
to be their credibility as a healthy rural theatre at a tinae when
cheap and obnoxious entertainment models such as "record
dances" threatened to invade the rural areas. Even today people
come from the neighbouring villages to a centre where Surabhi
companies perform. That the elderly both m towns and villages
want their children and grandchildren to see Surabhi plays is^
enough testimony to the sane and healthy entertainment Surabhi
companies provide even today.

If in the cities, Surabhi's technique recalls old time flavor and
so is popular, in the towns it is the challenging roles 4at femMe
actors take and the "effects" that run like a cinema that sustain it
in the villages it is the wholesome effect of
entertainment" along with the stunning special effects and the
fantasy-creating atmosphere that makes Surabhi virile and
popular.

Some Drawbacks

Surabhi withstood the onslaught of several upheavals in thelastrryears:lackofexternalsnpport,actorsleaw^^^^^
and starting new companies, migrations to towns for mdmdu
well-being Ind above all, the apathy of the younger generation to
get into the family profession. A company which boasted yesterdayOf70memberswith50actorsand2obackstagemen,nowdwindles
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into 50. The girls, previously married into the Surabhi families,
now are being married outside and stop theatre activity. Even if
someone is married into another Surabhi family, and if the in -
law's family is not in the theatre profession, she has to put a stop
to the activity. Veiy often it is the young ladies of the latter type
that end up as professional actresses in the mainstream theatre.

Besides these difficulties that confront the Surabhi groups from
within, there seem to be two dangers that threaten the future of
Surabhi.

1. Disintegration of Combined Families
The combined family system on which all the folk theatre forms

and more so the Surabhi structure was built is being threatened
today. This is only an extension of such disintegration taking place
m the society in general. Factors that contribute to such a change
are not far to seek. One important factor is the desire of the parents
o marry a ̂rl to a well educated groom. To find a groom like that
IS not possible m the present situation in Surabhi for many young
boys stop their education after school and get into the fCv
profession of theatre. Even for the youthful members theatre is a
less remunerative profession. It is also true that the electronic
media has its attractions. eiewronic

Mth these insurmountable obstacles, to run a professional
dieatre group on commercial lines is becoming more and more
i^r some. Several theatre groups have already wound up their

are^rthe ^^e five companies that
insist tl as the eldersnsist they must continue because it is a "family profession' and
they received patronace rPQnonf . ^itJbbion ana
w. do no, T "■
opposition from the young generation p" T ,Sit together and thinLf a nns mmen L the »m"y """I!
companies to do so, without the vn enable the
opportunities. ^ngsters losing their educational
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The Central and State governments help the groups by way of
salary grants and by providing occasional performance grants, but,
unless the groups themselves decide to make their hereditary
venture a success and worthwhile and add to their financial well-
being and psychological satisfaction, they are hound to call it a
day and wind up their activities as others did two to three decades
ago.

The only hope now is that some of the private and public
organizations are coming forward to sponsor the plays either
during village festivals or during other melas. Some of the teams
are also camping in towns and performing as their elders had done
fifty years ago. This is a welcome feature. But this would happen
once or twice a year.

2. Actors' Training
The second difficulty that confronts a Surabhi group is the

general standard of their acting abilities. In spite of their excellent
stage sense and timing, many of them are habituated to rant and
rave as in the old days. Diction and speech among the young
generation actors is much to be desired, a reflection of the general
fall in perfect diction in the outside theatre itself. Musicals were
once praised by one and aU, but now very few can render 'ragas as
they should be. This is an internal problem which each of t e
groups must attend to. Teachers in theatre music and diction
coaches are the need of the hour.
3. Shifting of a Camp

The third and the most horrifying of the factors is the shi 'ng
of a camp from one place to the other. It is a heavy burden on
group to wind up a camp and start a new one and W°rt fteLire furniture, equipment and personal belon^ngs of about 50
people, each time a camp is shifted. It is in this area that the
government can help by providing some subsidy in transpo
expenses.
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is more in the area of providing infrastmctural facilities, especially
in terms of transport facilities, providing electricity on relatively
low charges (if not completely free) and local help in facilitating
the erection of a hall etc. Facilities in providing electricity, as is
given to farmers in the village, on a concessional slab will go a
long way to help the existing companies. Until now the companies
themselves are contacting the local people of a village to get the
required help. A word from the official machinery will help in
changing the attitude of the local authorities.

From their side, the few remaining companies will have to do a
lot to uphold the laudable traditions established by their visionary
forefathers. First of all, they must better the quality of their
performances. Instead of relying solely upon the "effects", each
Surabhi company must be able to present "wholesome"
performances - with equal emphasis on music, speech and
technical effects. Right now, many actors fall short of perfection
in diction. Music is not what it was once. These can be rectified by
constantly monitoring the training of their younger generation
artists in these areas.

It is commendable that many of the youngsters go to schools
Md colleges. Simultaneously, they must also have theatre training
through workshops. This training should he only in providing the
actors the necessary inputs in vachika and sattvika, two weak
elements m the majority of Surahhi actors, though they are better
when compared to those of the actors of the mainstream theatre.

Those that belonged to the previous generation had been taught
to deliver the speeches in a rhetorical, high-toned manner, which
today sounds artificial. This melodramatic tinge brings in an

yri woTks^yearly workshops are arranged.
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The few experiments made in recent years remained only as
"experiments". They cannot be performed both in the towns and
villages. New plays with a modem perspective, but with all the
necessary ingredients of a "Surabhi play" must be specially
commissioned to be wntten.

It is the cherished dream of every theatre lover that this
potentially rich cultural heritage of Andhra Pradesh be made to
live long and not merely keep it as a "cultural artefact" but an image
of a living tradition of wholesome and healthy entertainment.
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