Theatre Action Group interview 14/1/00

Set up by K. Sithamparanathan – lecturer in University Fine Arts.  Now in Colombo.

1975 offered a Diploma in Drama – I think accredited by Colombo (?)

1978 – the play ‘Kulanthai’ (‘Child’).

M. Shanmugalingam – started Jaffna Theatre Department.  NB Tharsisius said he set it up…

They created ‘good drama’ for children, schools, social and political.  KS was a member of this group.

1990 – KS went to Philippines to ‘Cry of Asia’ group.  Created the idea for the Jaffna Theatre group.  Theatre for social change and theatre for liberation.

Did:

· Workshops for women, mixed, teachers, university students, community centres.

· Stage plays ie the Human Resurrection – Uyirththa manithar Koothu.  An epic, ballet, narrative.

The actors form this play formed the Jaffna Theatre Action group.  Became committed through this process, not as professionals..

Then moved from stage plays to street theatre and small workshops.  Originally had 6 workshops in community centres – did more than 20 times (confused about what this refers to…?)

Street Theatre – 4 times (again?) before 1995 in refugee camps and in rural areas.

Now street theatre not permitted.  Before 95 aim was to bring out emotions because they were suppressed.

1995 mass displacement – 3 key members of TAG went to Wanni. 96 main came back.  90-95 could work with the LTTE – some small conflicts.

Problem now is that if three people are together the army are suspicious – this makes rehearsal difficult.

96-8 – only doing schools work because they are restricted to these areas.  Children’s plays etc.

NB: during the interview it was with only three of the TAG men – the women were not allowed to come.  The interview went on til after 8.30 which only gave them one hour to get home.  The women would unlikely be let out after dark.

They now have a close relationship with University students.  Since 1998 they have had university cover which has allowed them to talk some politics.  Now they also have relationships with NGOs. GTZ – helping young people’s activity, SCF and UNICEF.

They felt that when they did ‘just a show’ people were not impacted – but they do decide the performances.  They also felt that with UNICEF they were sometimes bought it at a later time and this was not satisfactory.

Question on Tamil theatre.  They said that in a division between mainstream and alternative, the alternative is the main.  1978-90 the mainstream (Kooththu) was broken.  However they still have a connection to that tradition.  In their first stage play the last scene came from a traditional dance with a handkerchief.

Plays with animals as main characters.

New play ‘Missing people/disappeared’ – Akkinipp perumoochchu.

96 – 97 – 600 people disappeared.  Their play contains two stories – real and myth.

Creation involved:

1. case study on missing people – studies 12.

2. Creation of the framework

3. Improvisation on the framework – taking data from human rights which they then project on the back of the stage.

Symbolic:  the performance will happen in a grave yard.  They are making models of these – with the grave opening at the end.  They would like to perform it in a grave yard but will happen only in the university.

Uni is seen as the safe space.  The size of their group is determined by fear – can’t have large meetings or bigger group.  However at this play they plan for 500 people in the audience.

Why theatre?

· Relief of emotions

· Cannot use words to express opinions

· Cannot describe the situation in a direct way – must be indirect

· Theatre is a positive indirect method

· Creating performance that relates to the mentality of the audience.

· In traditional play if you have a soldier checking a person the audience claps.

· They can show what they feel and this makes them happy

· Their ability can out through the theatre which is not allowed in the education system

· After A levels there is no way in to courses – this is an avenue.  Devenah did 2 years work in 4 months (I think…)

· They personally are examples of theatre for social change!

· Women as well

· Many of their members lost their schooling – but theatre helped change their mentality and personalities

Have 12 members in core and 30 in performance group.
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