
At its most literal, the title of a
new musical drama written and
directed by Purva Naresh, al-
ludes to the frequencies that de-
limit the absolute range of hu-
man hearing, but what we
actually hear, especially in the
context of a musical recital, de-
pends upon the milieu of per-
formance and the conditioning
of our souls. Even though
Bandish 20-20000 Hz is billed as
the first proscenium production
of Aadyam’s new season, it is an
intimate chamber piece at heart,
that juxtaposes the filigree of a
classical baithak with the robust
earthiness of nautanki, via a pair
of endearingly irascible doy-
ennes (Anubha Fatehpuria and
Nivedita Bhargava), who carve
out common ground even from
what may appear to be an irre-
concilable dissonance of sensibil-
ities. As we frequently encounter
in Naresh’s plays, the women are
quick-witted raconteurs who
carry with them histories and
traditions, and accounts of lives
lived and loves lost.

Familiar characters
What some aficionados may wel-
come is the return of two univer-
sally-loved characters, the one-
time court singer Beni Bai (Bhar-
gava) and her faithful retainer,
Munnu (played by the ubiquitous
Danish Hussain), who have pop-
ulated Naresh’s plays like Af-
saneh - Bai se Bioscope Tak and
Aaj Rang Hai . Beni is, of course,
a fictionalised stand-in for
Naresh’s maternal grandmother,
a formidable influence in her
life. “The stories have changed,
but they imbibe the philosophy
and feel of the life she led. I have
borrowed anecdotes rather than
using biographical details,” says
Naresh.

In the ten odd years she has
lived with these characters (Af-
saneh, directed by Akarsh Khur-
ana, hit the stage in 2008),
Naresh has become quite object-
ive about Beni’s persona, once a
didactic presence placed on a
pedestal, but now much more
human, and therefore more fal-
lible. Although no character in
Bandish 20-20000 Hz can be
considered to be a surrogate for
the playwright herself, the tex-
ture of the play is suffused with
introspection about her own life,
as she looks back at an innocent
time while confronting the fears
and uncertainties that appear to
perennially beset creative indi-
viduals. The play’s nostalgic
tapestry is thus filled out with
ideas of immense complexity.

Theatrical vision
This is Naresh’s second outing
with Aadyam, after last year’s
critical misfire, Ladies Sangeet ,
which was nonetheless a crowd-
pleaser that showcased the

resplendent theatrical elements
that are a hallmark of her pro-
ductions, dubbed ‘total theatre’
by Aadyam artistic director,
Divya Bhatia. As others have at-
tested, the platform provides dir-
ectors an expansive production
schedule and a monumental
slate that allows for an ambition
of vision that can elevate a play
considerably, while also raising
expectations. “Each time you
create something, you wonder if
you are able to say what you
want, or do you end up saying
something else, or are you open
to interpretations in ways you
don’t want to be. These are the
fears of the storyteller,” says
Naresh.

Ultimately, Bandish 20-20000
Hz, with its interior worlds and
intimate conversations, repres-
ents an opportunity to marry
Naresh’s innate preoccupations
with the trappings of a ‘large’
production housed in a big
venue like the Jamshed Bhabha
theatre.

Creative collaborations
The year has marked a prolific
season for Naresh as a play-
wright in demand. Apart from
her Aadyam venture, she has
written her first full-length com-
missioned works for interna-
tional groups. Earlier this
month, the Australia-based Bake-
house Theatre opened Jatinga,
written by Naresh and directed
by Suzanne Miller, at an intimate
local venue in Sydney. It is slated
for an Indian premiere at the NC-
PA’s Centrestage Festival in
November. “The starting points
for the play were equally com-
pelling and bizaare. Suzanne was
inspired by Maya Angelou’s

poem, ‘Caged Bird’. Then, im-
ages emerged from a workshop
with actors, including a train, a
500-year-old woman and a girl
with a packed bag ready to em-
bark on a journey. These were
elements that I was asked to
weave into an original narrative
about girls and freedom,” says
Naresh.

Researching for the play took
her on a pan-Indian journey rife
with chance encounters, and the
rich tapestry of the manuscript
that emerged was taken up by
Miller and her actors to create a
movement-based devised piece.
The title itself refers to a site in
Assam, where birds come mi-
grating to its cliffs, and mysteri-
ously plunge to their deaths.
Used to helming her own pro-
jects in India, Jatinga brought
Naresh out of her comfort zone
and put her in touch with an un-
usual theatre-making sensibility
with its own cross-cultural inter-
sections and aesthetics. She was
present during the initial pro-
cess in November last year.
“Suzanne initially didn’t even
want to translate the Hindi
manuscript, because she
wanted her actors, drawn
from the Indian diaspora in
Sydney, to relate meanings
with their bodies and
gestures,” says Naresh.
Later, Miller did read
an English transla-
tion Naresh
provided, ac-
quainting herself
with the play-
wright’s vision
even if the pro-
duction bears
her own indelible
stamp.

Then, in September, the Brit-
ish production, Pink Sari Revolu-
tion, adapted by Naresh from
Amana Fontanella-Khan’s book
on Sampat Pal, the formidable
leader of India’s Gulabi Gang,
will open at Leicester’s Curve
Theatre. Directed by Suba Das,
who had earlier helmed a pro-
duction of Naresh’s Writers’ Bloc
play, Ok Tata Bye Bye , at the
same venue, the project has
been made possible by a grant
from the Arts Council UK, to
commemorate 70 years of Indian
independence. “The book is a
factual but sanitised account of
Sampat’s life, so it did present a
challenge to create a dramatic
adaptation with a built-in coun-
terpoint,” says Naresh, “It was
very important for both Suba
and me to bring our own politics
to the play and not create a wor-
ship piece.”

Although much lauded for her
activism, and her protracted
campaign against social injustice
with an organised women’s
movement, Pal is a double-edged
persona who has fielded allega-
tions of financial impropriety,
and has had a misguided stint on
Indian reality TV. Naresh found
herself questioning the violent
brand of resistance that is an im-
portant facet of the Gulabi Gang
movement, but after several con-
versations with Pal, she says,
“No matter how much we ana-
lyse her, and not approve of her,
her bravery as an individual can-
not be denied.” That in itself
makes her a worthy paragon.
The dates for the play’s Indian
run have yet to be announced.

Bandish 20-20000 Hz will be
staged at Jamshed Bhabha
Theatre, NCPA, Nariman Point
today and tomorrow and at St
Andrews Auditorium, Bandra on
July 29 and 30; more details on
bookmyshow.com

Earthy nautanki
meets classical
baithak
Playwright Purva Naresh has a prolific year ahead, starting
with the premiere of Bandish 20-20000 Hz says Vikram
Phukan

Almost a century has passed
since Man Ray first shot the
photographs on display at
Views of the Spirit , currently
showing at Tarq. Made
between the 1920s and 1930s
during his sojourn in Paris,
these experimental mono-
chromes still inspire awe.
What is it about Man Ray,
one wonders? Why is his
work still exciting to the
viewer all these years later?
Why should one even bother
viewing the exhibit in per-
son, when there is always the
option of easy online access
to the same? 

Madrid to Mumbai
The answer to these ques-
tions lies somewhere
between the two-floor
spread at the gallery, that
spans a wide range of photo-
graphic oeuvre created by
the artist, in his most prolific
years. From the biggest
artists of the time to his ex-
periments with the medium
in what became his patent
path-breaking techniques of
‘rayography’ (a process of
creating camera-less images
by placing objects directly on
photosensitive paper ex-
posed to light) and ‘solarisa-
tion’ (where the film negative
is over-exposed to create sur-
real images), the show
presents his most note-
worthy creations for an up-
close and personal regard. A
pre-avis or a personal note
by Ray himself mentions
how his work is not meant
for a larger public viewing
but instead a more intimate
person to person exchange.

“The idea came really as a
dream,” says gallerist Diego
Alonso of Mondo Galeria in
an email interview with The
Hindu. Alonso first put to-
gether the same show in
Madrid in 2014 following a
rather serendipitous chain of
events. “…some months later
[after the dream] I was in
Paris meeting with the per-
son who lead me to the Man
Ray Trust right at the mo-
ment they were releasing the
New Estate Prints that we are
offering today,” he adds.
Travelling on to Lima, Peru
and back again to Alicante
and Ibiza in Spain, the India
edition of the show was
made possible by a joint col-
laboration between Alonso,
curator Matthieu Foss and
gallerist Hena Kapadia.
While the Mumbai chapter
boasts a greater number of
prints and scheduled screen-
ings of Ray’s films, the Mad-
rid one included work on
loan from private collections
in Spain and France as well
as serigraphs, drawings and
objects. This multi-disciplin-
ary approach helped create a
world that gives one a peek
into Ray’s vision.

Forging a new path
In the hope of cutting loose
his Russian Jewish ties, Ray,
born Emmanuel Radnitzsky
in 1890, turned consciously
towards art, a far cry from
his family’s tailoring back-
ground. Interestingly
though, elements of his past
associations can be clearly
seen throughout his work in
his use of nails, flat irons,
threads and needles. Ray’s
work is just as embedded in

the socio-political climate of
the time. Poised between the
two World Wars that gener-
ated disillusionment, the
need to break away from the
old moulds of society, the
genuine search for new
meanings or an expression of
the lack of it, Ray’s images in
this show reflect it all. Cru-

cial art movements of the
time rode the same waves of
experimenting with new per-
spectives and ingenuity. Sur-
realist writer Andre Breton
who called Ray a ‘pre-sur-
realist’ was referring to the
latter’s dream-like, surreal
aesthetic that comes through
much earlier than when the

movement formally took
shape in 1924. His solarised
prints of portraits, flowers,
all emit a deep sense of eth-
ereality. 

Ray’s love of the human
form, especially the female
form, is apparent in his per-
sistent use of the body as a
shape/s spliced with another

that together breed new
ground. Oval against oval or
a violin shaped back, Ray’s
imagery dabbles between
the sensuous and the sexual.
It is no wonder that he ex-
celled in fashion photo-
graphy for some of the
biggest design houses and
publications in Paris. His

constant need to challenge
convention, be it that of soci-
ety or pure visual makes his
images a treat to the eye and
mind even a century later. 

Forever relevant
“In Man Ray’s work, a vis-

itor can observe readymade
references to painting, writ-
ing, sculpture and theatre, as
well as historically meaning-
ful elements of fashion. What
is surprising is that even after
having been familiar with his
visual language all these
years, I still find it refreshing
and intriguing,” reflects Foss
on his own enduring fond-
ness for the artist’s work.
“Because of his unique ex-
perimental quality and his
playful approach while creat-
ing conceptual works as well
as portraits, Man Ray's work
never ceases to raise ques-
tions. His approach is so play-
ful and his aesthetics so pure
that his images aren't intimid-
ating”, says Foss, putting to
rest any inhibitions a first-

time viewer might have to
Ray’s work.

At first glance, one might
feel a little thrown with the
seemingly ambiguous con-
tent and process involved in
making the images. But that
calls for a thorough viewing
and perhaps a bit of prep-
reading too. Work like ‘Re-
flexions’ (1929), ‘Baiser’
(1922) or the ‘Untitled’
rayograph (1930) of the
couple’s faces and the Eiffel
tower in the background all
demand some back and forth
prancing, both physical and
visual to know what’s going
on within the frame. The mo-
ment the eye makes sense of
the frame is almost as ma-
gical as seeing an image
emerge from a blank in the
darkroom. 

Beneath this Dadaist ap-
proach of making serious-
ness fun and vice versa, there
remains an unquestionable
value binding Ray’s work. “I
think his work is exemplary
in its modernity, and since
Man Ray’s vast body of work
changed the course of photo-
graphy in the 20th century,
taking the genre from a docu-
mentary tool to an art form
that brought alive the space
between the real and fantast-
ical, it fits in wonderfully
with contemporary art,”
elaborates Kapadia mention-
ing that the works at the gal-
lery which are “on sale at a
reasonable price point,” also
means a great opportunity
for new collectors.

Where recent photo-
graphic work often turns to
archives to both look at the
abundance of what has been
done as also to preserve the
past, a return to Ray’s work is
a fresh breath of air in that it
both questions and reflects
an eternal present. 

Views of the Spirit ongoing
at Tarq, Colaba till July 1

What is it about Man Ray?
History, technique and some good old fun are reason
enough to rendezvous with the legendary photographer’s
work at a never seen before in India show

True reflections: Self-Portrait, 1943. * ALL IMAGES MAN RAY TRUST –

ADAGP / COURTESY MONDO GALERIA | TARQ

Tejal Pandey

Les Arums, c. 1930. The Gift, 1921.

Glass Tears, 1932.

Portraits and poses: (Standing l to r) Hitesh Malukani, Ipshita Chakraborty Singh and Danish Hussain; (seated l to
r) Anubha Fatehpuria and Nivedita Bhargava; (right) playwright Purva Naresh. * SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT 
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