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Children need theatre as much
as adults

The presentation of the play is
such that the frills are vividly created
by the child's imagination, taking the
child into a land of fairy-tales and
fantasy. This is the magic of the plays
produced by Balnatya (children's
theatre group) and the fulfilment of a
long-cherished dream of Ratnakar
Matkari, which has entertained two
generations. Twenty-five years — an
era in the history of Balnatya.

"The idea of children's theatre was
not by accident but by choice’”, says
Matkari."Apart from being interested
in children's stories and an avid col-
lector of world famous fables, | felt
that children need theatre as much as
adults, more so for their intellectual
development. But this theory was not
generally accepted. In order to instil
thisidea into the minds of the people,
one could present full-fledged plays
in theatres, with regular cast and
decor backed with press advertise-
ments. Only the costs of advertise-
ments, decor, theatre rent and other
sundry expenses were prohibitive.

This kind of theatre alienated the
children, in that, they failed to iden-
tify themselves and get involved with
such a grand ‘show-window theatre’.
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We wanted to bring theatre nearer to
children, present it in familiar sur-
roundings and create a feeling of
affinity. Hence we decided to put up
shows in school premises with ticket
rates affordable within the allowance
of school children. And it was with the
utmost devotion to children’s theatre
that the idea of Balnatya was bom, in
1962,

The artistes and members at the
helm of the theatre group, however
did not compromise on artistic
values, High production quality, ex-
cellent scripts, appropriate decor,
lights, histrionics and drapery added
to a high standard of dramatic expe-
rience. Basic aspects of theatre were
studied and plays were conceived
from traditional ones. Says Matkari,
“We gave importance to the child's
concept of line and colour without
resorting to any heavy decor with the
idea that stage decor is not a festive
decoration buta means to fix the ima-
gination of the viewerand helphimin
understanding the play better.”

“simultaneously with school per-
formances, we were staging shows in
regular theatres as well. Although wri-
ting directing and presentation of
plays was a time-consuming and an
expensive activity, we managed to
stage a variety of plays.

“But we've not marched ahead
without our share of troubles”, says
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Matkari. That there are not many Insti-
tutions devoted to children’s theatre
would prove the non-profitability of
this movement. The main hurdle-
finance. Putting up costly productions
for children at reduced rates, paying
high theatre rents and advertisement
charges is a losing proposition. In
addition to non-availability of space,
pilferage and the menace of white
antsto property and props were some
major factors we confronted”.

“Besides, how many children can
afford to sit in an air-conditioned
auditoria, munch pop-corn and see
shows in well-equipped stages? Those
who are fortunate can do so with
other entertainment like films, T V
and video, What about the multi-
tudes who are doomed to lead a life
of poverty and hardship, devoid of
any good influence and clean fun.
These children need something to
enrich their otherwise mundane exis-
tence. Lakhs of children are spread all
over, in hutments, welfare centres,
villages and hospitals. How could we
reach them?

“It was with these thoughts in mind
that we founded Anandyatra—a wing
of Balnatya, six years ago. Plays were
staged for children at places where
setting up regular stages was not
feasible.

Anandyatra depends solely on help
and goodwill. But thisis notenough to
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maintain consistency in our efforts to
reach out to more children”, points
out Matkari, This aid may be intellec-
tual, physical or financial. Theatre for
children is a social necessity. “We are
young at 25, says Matkari with a
smile. “Times have changed, so also
the needs of children. And we wish to
cater to these changing needs”.

Mrinal Kulkarni
The Sunday Free Press Journal,
Dec. 20, 1987

From a Play Review:

These days when the professional
Marathi theatre appears to be on its
lean days, the children's theatre is
going strong. particularly with the
summer vacation on. Ranakar Mat-
kari, an imaginative youth, has made
the theatre for the little, a great per-
sonal mission of his, He is thoroughly
dedicated to the movement and has
so far succeeded in infusing some-
thing new of his imaginative talents in
eachand every one of his production.

Ratnakar Matkari's scripts are gene-
rally strightforward, polished and ap-
pealing.

Script writer Matkari has to thank
director Matkari (himself only) for or-
ganising the stage movements in such
a way that no shortcoming here or
there would come in the way of the
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momentum gained and steadfastly
mentained.

— Lalita Bapat

Free Press Bulletin
May 22, 1978
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