REVIEW

Encounter with a Great-Grandfather
Arpita Bajpeyi finds Anuja Ghosalkar’s Lady Anandi performing biography and history
with equal aplomb.

My first encounter with Anuja Ghosalkar and her one-woman play, Lady
Anandi, was in early 2016. In the Sandbox Collective’s space tucked away
off MG Road in Bangalore a small crowd had gathered for a give-whatyou-can show. The stage was simply defined: a mirror with fairy lights
off to one side, a projector, a script lying on the floor and a couple of
smaller props were scattered about the room. When the play ended, a
Q&A session began and Ghosalkar explained that her documentary theatre piece was still a work in progress. Ghosalkar, performing the roles
of playwright, director and actor, sought a critical external eye from her
audience to offer feedback and insights. Listening to her describe the
input she has received from her audiences since she began showing Lady
Anandi, they have certainly delivered. Ghosalkar has built upon audience critiques to edit, extend and rework the play. Now, two years and
thirty shows in to Lady Anandi, audience interaction post-show is still an
important part of the piece, but it is no longer titled, ‘a work in progress’.
In my latest conversation with her, Ghosalkar told me with some relief
that she is finally having fun with the piece. Given the complexity of the
work, this is something of an accomplishment.
Lady Anandi took shape from a career shift Ghosalkar made at the age
of thirty-four when she turned to acting. Forced to confront her own discomfort with the demands made on her to perform femininity in a particular way, she responded by choosing to define her own performance.
Ghosalkar reached into her own history to work with family lore around
her maternal great-grandfather, Madhavrao Tipnis, an actor and female
impersonator active in the late 19th century Marathi theatre world.
As Ghosalkar began to search for traces of a man she had never met in
archives and collections across the country, she repeatedly encountered
his absence. It was from the two discomforts of these archival absences and the tensions that existed within her performing body that Lady
Anandi emerged.
Running to fifty minutes, Lady Anandi demands much from its audience. Ghosalkar leads us between scenes that at first seem to pivot
between the present and the past, reality and fiction. Ambiguity, however,
is everywhere, and Ghosalkar revels in it. Lady Anandi uses the ontologies
of theatre to obfuscate the lines between any binaries her audience might
be tempted to see. Scenes that point clearly to the artifice of Ghosalkar’s
storytelling, we learn, find a root in an interview or family lore. Narrative
notes that resonate as expository quickly slip into more uncertain territory. The little archival material Ghosalkar did find on Madhavrao acts
not as illustrative artefacts from the past but as markers of something lost,
and the empty spaces she has filled with her narrative.
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In this narrative, where Ghosalkar begins and the characters she
embodies ends (including her stand-in, ‘Lady F’), is an ongoing question
within the piece – and that is the cleverness of the work. It is, after all, her
body that ties together these fragments of hi/story and makes them relevant to each other and to us, her audience. Since I last saw the play in the
fall of 2016, Ghosalkar has undertaken a conscious effort to break away
from the sometimes-clunky linear movements that carried forward each
scene. Instead, Ghosalkar has begun to lift herself off the pages of her narrative and make full use of her stage and script. She says she has now settled into her characters’ voices and bodies without erasing her own. In
her body, we find the fluidity of all the frames that seemingly define her
piece: male/female, fiction/reality, past/present.
Despite the playful ambiguity and flippancy that flavours the piece, or
rather because of it, there is a consistent self-reflexivity that runs through
Ghosalkar’s work. In her construction and delivery of Lady Anandi,
Ghosalkar has performed the role of a historian. Her work is no different
than that of the scholar, crafted with rigorous research and careful interpretation, though her narrative takes a different form. Both the scholar
and the playwright string together the scribbles and scraps left to us from
the past to create narratives, whether they are peer reviewed and footnoted, or a one-woman play. When all is said and done, though, they are not
so different. Footnotes, too, can be performed. /
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