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The present paper traces historical development of various trends that are 

important for making Modern Marathi theatre that are initiated from mid 19th 

century. Basically, this theatre needs to understand with the influence of English 

and Parsi theatre activities on indigenous performance practices during the 

British Colonial period in India. During the Pre British-colonial and the British 

colonial period, Indigenous performances such as Lavani, Tamasha, Dashavatar 

and so on can be considered as a cultural representation and a source of 

entertainment in Maharashtra. Similarly, the arrival of English and Parsi theatre 

activities also leads to entertainment. The different elements of English and 

Parsi theatrical performances attracted attention of educated different classes of 

society. And they sought theatre that can deal with social aspects of the times. 

Therefore, this paper tries to critically highlight different elements of English as 

well as Parsi theatrical performances that can be considered important for 

making Modern Marathi Theatre. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The present paper traces historical development of various trends that are important for making Modern Marathi 

theatre since 1850s. During mid-nineteenth century several theatre groups like Parsi theatre, Marathi theatre, and 

Gujarati theatre emerged as a source of entertainment in Maharashtra. These theatres co-existed with several other 

different Indigenous forms like Tamasha, Lalit, and Dashavatar which had been the source of ritual practices and 

entertainment for some decades. It is argued that the Parsi, Gujarati and Marathi theatre “imitated” the English 

theatre for internal as well as external aspects like commercialisation of theatre activities, stage techniques, modes of 

presentation, translation- adaptation of European plays, and so on to generate interest of the audiences. They 

incorporated such aspects like wings, footlights, colour curtain, make-up, green room, scene, setting, stage, orchestra 

and the word once more to indicate an encore (Deshpande 17). However, it is also to be noted that the new theatres 

in Bombay used some aspects like music and dance from the Indigenous forms like Tamasha and Dashavatar. To 

understand influence of Indigenous form, need to find reference of Vishnudas Bhave’s play Sita Swaymvar Akhyan 

with development of various dramatic genres. 

 

2. DEVELOPMENT OF DRAMATIC GENRES 

Sita Swaymvar Akhyan was performed on 5th November, 1843 (Gokhale, 2000, pp. 3-4).  It was partly based on 

Kannada form of folk theatre called Bhagvat Natak but unlike the Kannada play Vishnudas Bhave’s play included 

only upper caste men. Moreover, he claimed that while writing this Marathi play he refined several aspects of the 

Kannada play (2000, p. 3) especially dance and battle scenes (2000, p. 6). Therefore, Sita Swaymvar Akhyan can be 

considered a step forward to the development of Modern Marathi Theatre. The success of Bhave’s company 

encouraged several other upper caste men to form their own drama companies. Thus, few other companies such as 

Aaltekar, Ichlakarjikar and Kolhapur companies came into existence within a few years of his successful tours to 

Bombay and Pune (Kulkarni 46). All of them also followed the dramatic genre established by him. 

 

With the establishment of Mumbai University, an educated people began to grow steadily with British Education 

policies. They were not happy with the performances of the plays based on Mythology. They wanted to bring 

modifications in the various aspects of theatrical activities so they concentrated on Sanskrit and European plays. 

They paid their attention to translation and adaptation of Sanskrit and European plays to the Marathi stage. These 

plays were called Bookish or Prose plays (Bhole 19). In this direction writing of Vinayak Janardan Kirtane (1840-

1891) can be found. His Thorle Madhavrao Peshwe (The Elder Madhavrao Peshwa, 1861) was considered the first 

Bookish or Prose play. “It was the first dramatic work in Marathi to draw upon history, rather than mythology, for 
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