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Director, actor, dancer, teacher and writer, all rolled into one, Mahesh Dattani is one of 

India’s best known playwrights. He was born in Bangalore in 1958 and has made significant 

contribution to the development of Indian English drama. But before we can appreciate 

Dattani’s position and contribution in the literary landscape of Indian drama, it would be 

useful for us to have a glance into a brief history of Indian English plays. 

A Brief History of Indian English Drama 

India has a long and fertile history in drama, starting from the Sanskrit plays of Vedic age. 

Dramatists down the ages have always highlighted on the ancient and rich culture of India 

through their plays. But most of these plays were written either in Sanskrit or in vernacular 

languages. Natyasastra, the oldest of the Indian texts on the theory of drama, claims for a 

divine origin of drama and having a close connection with the sacred Vedas themselves. 

Dramas were written and performed in ancient India to commemorate the seasonal festivals 

of the Vedic Aryans. The most renowned playwrights of the ancient era were Ashwghosh, 

Bhasa, Sudraka, Kalidasa, Harsha, Bhavabhuti, Visakhadatta, Bhattanarayana, Murarai and 

Rajeshkhora. The Indian culture, custom and mood are presented in Indian theatre through 

natya, lasya, mudra etc. and dramatises the eight basic emotions of love, joy, anger, sadness, 

pride, fear, aversion and wonder. 

Sanskrit drama flourished in its glory for a decade but after that the Indian drama declined in 

its popularity due to subsequent foreign invasions. When the British invaded India, the 

crippled Indian drama regained its strength. With the introduction of English theatre in India, 

the concept of divine or quasi-divine hero faded away as English theatre brought realistic 



touch to the Indian drama. Drama now focussed on major events of individual life, socio-

economic and political affairs of the society. The colonization also played a major role in 

influencing the Indian dramaturgy. The metropolitan cities were the important places to 

develop the Indian theatre as these were the centres of British East India Company. The 

exposure to western philosophy and thought influenced and encouraged many Indian English 

playwrights to write their own plays in native language. English, being a foreign language, 

was not intelligible to the masses and the playwright also found it difficult to express 

naturally in an alien tongue. Hence the English theatre had a limited appeal to the elite in big 

cities. 

The saga of Indian drama in English began with K.M. Banergi’s The Persecuted or Dramatic 

Scenes Illustrative of the Present State of Hindu Society in Calcutta (1831) and Michael 

Madhusudhan Dutt’s Is This Called Civilization? (1871). There are two main stages in the 

development of Indian drama in English—the Pre-Independence Indian drama in English and 

the Post-Independence Indian drama in English. The great dramatists like Rabindranath 

Tagore, Sri Aurobindo, Harindranath Chattopadhayay, A.S.P. Ayyar, T.P. Kailasam, Bharati 

Sarabhai come under the Pre-Independence stage. The plays of Tagore primarily deal with 

the themes of love, religion and faith which are essential for human life. There are conflicts, 

reflective of life but the solutions are brought by life itself. Some of his well known plays are 

Sanyasi, Malini, Sacrifice, Chandalika, The King of the Dark Chamber, The Post Office, 

Chitra, Gandhari’s Prayer, Karna and Kunti, Mukta-Dhara, The Cycle of Spring and Red 

Oleanders. Sri Aurobindo’s plays on the other hand deal with love, liberty and evolution and 

symbolically they present the inner urge for freedom. All his plays are treated romantically. 

Sri Aurobindo indirectly presents realities of the contemporary world by taking the audience 

to a distant past, to a world of adventure and chivalric love and supernaturalism. Harindranath 

Chattopadhyay’s dramas deal with social, devotional and historical themes. He attempted to 



modernise Indian drama and in his social plays evils and problems are exposed through 

symbols. Kailasam’s plays on the other hand deal with epic themes and a word of romance. 

Other than these major playwrights, there were many other dramatists who contributed to 

enrich Indian English drama such as Dhan Gopal Mukherji, Dilip Kumar, B.S.S Mardheka, S. 

Fyzee, Suryadutt J. Bhatt and others. But in spite of all these dramatists, Indian English 

drama could not achieve the excellence that poetry, prose and fiction did in Pre-Independent 

era. 

It was in the Post-Independent India, that drama showed good achievement. By this time, 

writing in English has stood the test of the moment and the test of time. T. Shashikant Reddy 

says- “Post-Independence Indian English written by the Indians has almost all the qualities 

that a standard written language possesses. It has freshness, glamour, humour, satire, 

hybridization, slangs and new coinages in plenty. The recognition of a national identity after 

1947 proved a great gain for the Indian English writer. It gave him greater self-confidence, 

widened his vision and sharpened his faculty of self-scrutiny.” The Indian English theatre 

witnessed a marked change with the advent of the eminent theatre personalities like Habib 

Tanvir, K.N. Pannikar, Asif Currimbhoy, Girish Karnard, Vijay Tendulkar, Badal Sircar, 

Mahesh Dattani and many others. All these dramatists made significant contributions to the 

enrichment of Indian English drama. 

Mahesh Dattani is one of the few dramatists writing in English, who does not wish to follow 

the dramatic canon. He intends to develop a theatre which can be enjoyed and comprehended 

by the multi-lingual community of India and abroad. Hence he uses English as a means of 

communication. A close analysis of his plays reveals that the plays are rooted in urban milieu 

of India and reflects the concerns and constrains of the common man. The plays dramatises 

the common man’s efforts to have space and respect in society. He talks about areas where 

the individual feels exhausted. His plays are about people who are struggling to expand these 



areas. They live on the fringes of the society and do not look for acceptance but are struggling 

against the oppressive weight of tradition and cultural constructions of gender to grab as 

much fringe spaces for themselves as possible. Their dramas are played out on multi-level 

sets where interior and exterior become one and geographical locations get collapsed, making 

the space as fragmented as the characters that inhabit them. His popular plays include Where 

There’s A Will (1988), Dance Like A Man (1989), Tara (1990), Bravely Fought the Queen 

(1991), Final Solutions (1992-93), Night Queen (1996), Do The Needful (1997), On A Muggy 

Night in Mumbai (1998), Seven Circles Round the Fire (1998), The Swami and Winston 

(2000), Tale of the Mother Feeding Her Child (2000) and Thirty Days in September (2001).    

 

A Critical Study of Bravely Fought the Queen.   

I 

Bravely Fought the Queen is a play that explores the fractured realities of everyday lives of 

characters that try to jostle with a world ruled by the complex polemics of change, a world 

that reflects the changing face of India, where tradition and modernity are engaged in a 

constant struggle for redefinition. The narrative of the play centres on an affluent, urban, 

Indian family, in which two brothers, Jiten and Nitin Trivedi, the co-owners of an advertising 

agency, have married two sisters, Dolly and Alka respectively. The play opens with Dolly, 

getting ready to go for a social outing with her husband. But it turns out that Lalitha, the wife 

of Sridhar, an employee in the company of the Trivedi brothers, drops in unexpectedly to 

discuss about a masked ball for a party to launch a new product of the ad company. The 

evening thus begins with a failed dinner party, an ensuing fight between Dolly and Alka and 

failed communications between characters but soon gravitates towards a revelation of 

personal histories and presentation of psycho-sexual tryst that poignantly underscores the 



need for fulfilment and self expression on the part of the female consigned to invisibility and 

silence.  

The play is divided into three acts. It is significant that the three acts are titled as ‘The 

Women’, ‘The Men’ and ‘Free for All’ respectively. Such designations are important because 

they are an indication of the playwright’s attempts to give equal space to the disparate 

experiences of both male and female without being subsumed under a monolithic hierarchical 

order. The title of the play is itself telling for the motif of the ‘manly queen’ and the thumri 

sung by Naina Devi playing in the background represent subject positions that embody a 

paradigmatic shift from the structures of patriarchal thought. In The Subjection of Women, 

John Stuart Mill argues that the principle of servitude of marriage is a monstrous antithesis to 

all the principles of the modern world. However for women to transcend their position in life 

determined by patriarchy is to collapse Rousseau’s emphatic claim that women cannot reason 

in the requisite fashion and also to explode the premise that women, their bodies, and their 

bodily passions must be policed if social order is to be sustained. Against such cultural 

prescriptions which engender female socialisation, Dattani decides to empower his women. 

Ironically, though the empowerment lies in a negation, a refusal to tenets of valorisation in 

masculine terms by the omission of the term ‘manly’. The motif of the ‘brave queen’ also 

calls into question the notion of masculinity. We have the female taking up the role that is 

considered to be distinctly male in patriarchal assumptions, that of a warrior. It is worth 

noting the fact that the poem, Jhansi ki Rani extolling the valour of Rani Laxmibai was 

penned by Subhadra Kumari Chauhan, the first woman Satyagrahi to court arrest in Nagpur. 

Similarly, the motif of Naina Devi too establishes a real historical paradigm of transgressive 

behaviour within the discourse of the play. Naina Devi, who was married to a royal family, 

took to singing thumris, a semi-classical genre of Hindustani music that flourished primarily 

in the courtesan society of nineteenth century India. For a royal member in those days, to take 



such a step meant fighting countless social stigmas that had the power to alienate someone 

from the society. But dauntlessly, Naina Devi went on articulating the thumri which 

expressed the forlorn woman’s unrequited love popularly sung by the marginalised figure of 

the courtesan. In thus coalescing the two figures through a shared destiny of resistance to 

gender defined roles, Dattani sketches the possibilities of a dissonant, alternative model of 

identity formation in opposition to the hegemonic conceptions of gender performance and 

role-play. 

It is however Dolly who dons the mantle of the brave queen in the play. Her narration in the 

presence of Lalitha of the violence perpetrated by Jiten fifteen years ago makes Jiten go down 

on his knees and implicate Baa for instigating his abusive response. The audience gets to 

know that Jiten is responsible for Daksha’s paralysis and are shocked to see his brutal 

callousness when he runs his car mercilessly on the beggar woman. In his study on the 

dynamics of sexuality operating in the Indian domestic and public spaces, Kathryn Hansen 

points out that “between the polarities of self-effacing wife and all powerful mother lies an 

overlooked and yet important alternative paradigm of Indian womanhood: the virangana , the 

woman who manifests the qualities of virya or heroism.” In the play Dolly emerges as the 

true virangana and unlike Alka who fizzles out, she holds her ground and supports her 

younger sister both literally and figuratively. But this is not to say that other women do not 

make any effort. Baa’s valiant move despite her imbecility to provide for her specially 

challenged grand-daughter with the security of the ancestral property and Alka’s chastening 

indictments of the men who botched up her life shortly after her liberating dance in the rain 

underscore pools of unrecognised feelings challenging the gender binary.  

II 



Bravely Fought the Queen is a modern play in the sense that the play does not simply 

dramatise the operation of patriarchal hegemony which enfeebles the woman’s soul by the 

legal expropriation of her labour and sexuality but also directs the audience to the gradual 

changes that are seeping in to challenge established hierarchies. The women characters can 

no longer be duped by the safe patriarchal haven and its various modes of socialisation. They 

are now aware of their gendered selves that seek to develop a personal world of political 

awareness. The women realise the true picture of her existence; the realisation of a 

hypocritical survival which is apparently based on the secular, liberated and contemporary 

aspects of global culture but in practise chooses to operate on those very principles of 

patriarchal authority that it professes to neutralise. 

Dolly and Alka remain victims to this double standard of subsistence whereby superficially 

they are invited to participate in the public life of their husbands but in reality remain as mere 

dysfunctional appendage to their male partners. Lalitha on the hand with her free lance 

writing and her creative use of her leisure time comes across as a modern Indian woman who 

is striking a balance between the personal and public spheres of life. This is all the more clear 

in her thorough knowledge about her husband’s work who keeps her informed about the 

nitty-gritty of the business. Not only that she contributes towards asset building by saving 

money to buy a flat and hence lends an active participation in the economic nucleus of the 

family that was traditionally considered to be exclusively the male domain. Contrasted to 

Lalitha, Dolly’s reality is different. The fact that she was getting herself prepared for the 

outing when Lalitha drops in to discuss about the masked ball is significant. Dolly’s firm 

belief that Lalitha must have mixed up her dates is also noteworthy. It soon becomes clear to 

the audience that Dolly was intentionally kept in the dark about the dinner invitation to the 

Kapoor’s being cancelled and an altogether different item thrust upon her life without her 



knowledge. This is symptomatic of the manipulation the gendered self is made to suffer in 

every walk of life.  

More importantly, in the fact that women often do not find anyone to share their feelings, not 

even one of their own sex. Women, who have been made to recognise their natural 

limitations by the dominant ideology, their weakness, their defects, turn their anger against 

themselves instead of constructing solidarity. They mistrust each other and women in general. 

One such example occurs when Alka is reprimanded and blamed by Dolly for the humiliation 

suffered by Praful by her in-laws. Instead of empathising with Alka’s plight of being tricked 

into a infelicitous marriage by their brother Praful and seeing beyond her alcoholism, Dolly 

overlooks her brother’s crime and condemns Alka for her supposedly planned dig at her 

mother-in-law after getting drunk which resulted in Praful’s humiliation.    

It is also important to note how Dattani highlight the ways in which the patriarchal strategy 

has converted the woman into stooges who help in maintaining and propagating the male 

ideology.  For example when Alka accuses Baa of not letting her have a family like Dolly, 

Baa justifies her ground by assigning Dolly’s motherhood to her good ‘karma’, implying 

Alka’s barrenness to be the consequence of her bad karma. Here, good karma is to be 

socialised unerringly into the culturally prescribed and ideologically supported roles a woman 

is expected to carry out in the context of Indian society. The tactic to find fault in a woman’s 

karma rather than in the habitual patterns of self interest is to blame the victim and is often 

ironically exercised though the agency of women themselves as the instance of Baa’s 

wresting away of her daughter-in-law’s reproductive rights indicate. It is a grave irony that in 

spite of Baa herself suffering the wrath of male ego in her prime gives in to the patriarchal 

ploy of using women as socialising agents. Dattani adroitly underscores the haplessness of 

the women against a socio-cultural model it never had a chance to create, and  finds itself 

dependent on a male figure throughout her life. 



Apparently the female protagonists in the play find a vivid and realistic appraisal through the 

dominant metaphor of the bonsai. The ‘bizarre’ plant assuming the metaphorical significance 

underscores the psychological impoverishment as well as the physical marginalisation of not 

only the female characters in the play but of women in general. The bonsai is an apt metaphor 

for the process of socialisations that trims women’s aspirations by framing them within rigid 

parameters of role expectations which necessarily presupposes women as inferior beings to 

their male counterparts. However considering Dolly and Alka as mere victims of patriarchal 

control is to overlook the alternative paradigm suggested by Dattani where women collapse 

the male centric cultural norms. Whether it be through the fantasy of weaving an erotic tryst 

with the imaginary Kanhaiya or breaking into a liberating dance in the rain or desiring to play 

out the roles of the manly queen or nurturing a longing for the thumris or in the more defiant 

stance of confronting the male ego and exposing the atrocities, Dolly and Alka do put an 

effort to display courage in divulging the disguised patriarchal mandates under the superficial 

gloss of the Indian household. Even in Baa’s heroic effort to leave the ancestral house to her 

grand-daughter, we witness a paradigm of change where she opts for female solidarity. A 

beleaguered woman, who has herself experienced self-negation and spousal abuse, stands up 

against the sons to provide for her disabled grand-daughter which in itself is an act that 

collapses the concomitant patriarchal authority.                 
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