
Written by his daughter, this  
biography humanises the  

towering cultural figure that was  
Ebrahim Alkazi

India’s Ebrahim Alkazi was one of 
the truly great generative cultural 
figures of post-Independence 
India. Born into a wealthy family, 
he made maximum use of his good 
fortune, uniting that with sharply 
intelligent hard work to contribute 
massively, particularly in the 
fields of theatre and the visual 
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arts. Beginning his career in 
Bombay during that city’s most 
fecund period as India’s cultural 
capital, he then moved to Delhi, 
becoming instrumental in 
transforming the bureaucratic 
backwater into a zone of huge 
artistic dynamism. For those of 

us who grew up in 
the decades between 
1960 and 1980, 
Alkazi was already 
a legend, someone 
who seemed to be 
sitting at a great 
unreachable height 
atop the country’s 
cultural peaks. 
Written by his 

daughter Amal Allana, this 
biography humanises Alkazi, 
allowing us to accompany an 
ambitious but hungrily curious 
young man as he follows his 
heart to pursue a career in 
the arts. Reading the book 
you realise yet again how the 
life-choices made by someone 
like Alkazi were neither 
common nor inevitable. You 
also understand how artistic 
obsession and intellectual 
flexibility sometimes create 
their own good fortune, leading 
to the production of truly 
transformative work. 

The book is written in the 
‘fictionalised biography’ style that 
is now quite popular. However, 
since she herself is a leading 
theatre practitioner, Allana 
also manages to engage lucidly 
with the ideas, concepts and 
challenges as Alkazi discovers 
them across his life. Fairly early 

in the book, as we’re exploring 
the milieu of amateur English 
theatre in war-time Bombay, 
the young Ebrahim and Roshen 
Padamsee fall in love and get 
married. From this point on, the 
book becomes a twin biography 
of Allana’s parents, with equal 
weight and sympathy being 
given to both protagonists’ 
points of view. While this is 
largely an admiring account 
written by a loving daughter, 
this double story (which also 
takes us through Roshen and 
Ebrahim’s painful break-up) 
helps navigate the book away 
from the reefs of simplistic 
hagiography.

For those of us interested 
in the histories of the Indian 
metropolis in the 20th century, 
the volume is a treasure trove, 
taking us through vividly (if 
sometimes over-written) pas-
sages into different scenes: a 
bookshop in 1920s Poona, the 
crowd at Gowalia Tank during 
Gandhi’s Quit India speech, the 
young Alkazi couple’s rented 
flat in early 1950s London, a 
few years later the process of 
decorating a large, new South 
Bombay apartment in a mod-
ern idiom, an empty Greek 
amphitheatre, a Standard 
Herald car driving in 1970s 
Delhi and so on. As a record of 
the history and the thinking 
that powered one of the big-
gest tributaries that went into 
forming what one could call 
‘Modern Indian’ theatre, the 
book is a priceless resource. 
For those yet to become fami-
lar with the long-gone milieus 
that helped the art scene in 
urban India become truly cos-
mopolitan and unique, a depth 
and sophistication we take for 
granted even as we dismantle 
it, this book will be an eye-
opener. n

—Ruchir Joshi
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f you had heard of 
street theatre maver-
ick Safdar Hashmi par-
ticularly because of his 
murder by goons with 

links to the Congress in 1989 when 
he was just 34, you are not alone. 
Naseeruddin Shah, in his foreword 
to Anjum Katyal’s newly released 
book on Hashmi, says the same. 

“I personally never had the 
courage (or the conviction) to 
participate,” Shah writes of street 
theatre, which subsequent pages 
in Katyal’s book describes to be 
as spiritually invigorating as it was 
fatally dangerous between the 

1950s and 1980s, when street 
theatre activists and audience 
members risked torture or death 
for participating in agitprop plays 
in public view.

Katyal’s book is an earnest 
and mostly chronological account 
of those years. Hashmi’s public 
persona and his contribution to 
the street theatre form is the pivot. 
The surrounding scenery, describ-
ing the global and national political 
mood during the 1960s, Utpal Dutt’s 
protest theatre in Bengal, or femi-
nist movements of the time, make 
up at least half the book’s length. 

Katyal’s book is most exciting 

and engaging when she is solely fo-
cused on Hashmi and is not caught 
up with over-contextualising him. 
Hashmi, a magnetic personality 
by all accounts, comes across as 
a visionary artist and leader, who 
not only revived and popularised 
street theatre in the capital, but 
also created songs, children’s 
books and television programmes. 
Hashmi’s nascent plans of delving 
into commercial cinema and creat-
ing a large-scale cultural institute 
for working-class and downtrod-
den practitioners make his early 
demise all the more tragic.

Anecdotes from Hashmi him-
self, as well as his siblings, theatre 
activists Sohail and Shabnam, and 
their mother Qamar, enliven what 
otherwise feels like an earnest 
textbook. There’s Hashmi speak-
ing of the time he and his friends, 
all aged 16 to 17, took over the 
Indian People’s Theatre Associa-
tion office in Delhi and restarted 
IPTA by throwing out the man who 
had taken over the premises to 
run his import-export business. 
Later, when Hashmi’s group Jana 
Natya Manch (JANAM) staged 
their claim-to-fame play Machine 
in 1978, the crowd lifted the group 
on their shoulders and took their 
autographs on cigarette packets.

The events recounted in the 
middle chapters, which begin with 
Hashmi’s teen years’ association 
with IPTA and end with a fully 
formed JANAM touring the coun-
try, have sufficient charge to make 
this a worthwhile read. Otherwise, 
Katyal, a theatre scholar who 
has written a book each on Badal 
Sircar and Habib Tanvir, is under-
standably deferential towards 
Hashmi’s legacy.

We do not get an understand-
ing of Hashmi’s exact existential 
and intellectual churning that pro-
duced such a maelstrom of talent. 
Every anecdote and observation 
repeats the boring assessment of 
Hashmi as a straightforward and 
uncomplicated genius. I wonder 
what a man of such humour and 
impish creativity would have made 
of such obeisance. n

—Devarsi Ghosh
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This biography pays fulsome tribute to Indian 
street theatre pioneer Safdar Hashmi, whose life 
was tragically cut short in 1989
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