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‘What is happening in Kashmir?’

This book explores this ques� on through a site-adap� ve 24-hour theatrical performance. 
Developed between 2013 and 2018 by the Ensemble Kashmir Theatre Akademi and 
Nandita Dinesh, the play uses a dura� onal, promenade format to immerse its audience 
within a mul� tude of perspec� ves on life in Kashmir. From a wedding celebra� on that is 
interrupted by curfew, to schoolboys divided by policing strategies, and soldiers struggling 
with a toxic mixture of boredom and trauma, Chronicles from Kashmir uses performance, 
installa� on and collabora� ve crea� on to grapple with Kashmir’s confl icts through the 
lenses of outsiders, insiders, and everyone in between.

Due to varying degrees of censorship and suppression, the play has not been performed 
live since 2017. This book is, therefore, an a� empt to keep Chronicles from Kashmir alive 
by including fi lmed scenes, a script, contextual ques� ons, a glossary, and an illumina� ng 
introduc� ons by Nandita Dinesh and EKTA founder Bhawani Bashir Yasir. A valuable Open 
Access resource for prac� � oners, educators and students of performance and confl ict, this 
book is also s� mula� ng reading for anybody who has asked, ‘What is happening in Kashmir?’

This playscript includes:

• Twenty fi lmed scenes of the play in performance

• A range of contextual ques� ons to s� mulate discussion on staging site-adap� ve 
theatre in places of confl ict

• A helpful glossary

As with all Open Book publica� ons, this en� re book is available to read for free on the 
publisher’s website. Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital 
material, can also be found at www.openbookpublishers.com
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Scene Four: The Artists

The GUIDES knock on a door. 

GUIDE #2: Can we come in, Director? I’ve brought the people I was telling you about.

DIRECTOR: Yes, yes. Please come in everyone. Take a seat and enjoy our rehearsal!

© Nandita Dinesh, CC BY 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0223.09

 WATCH THE VIDEO

Three ACTORS (ACTOR #1, ACTRESS, ACTOR #2) 
and a DIRECTOR are in the middle of a rehearsal. The 
DIRECTOR is yelling out directions to the actors and 
they respond accordingly.

The scene being rehearsed is as follows: A young Kashmiri 
woman (ACTRESS) is in love with a man (ACTOR #1) 
that her family doesn’t approve of. Her disapproving brother 
(ACTOR #2) is now trying to get her married to someone 
else. The scene is scripted to represent a fight between the 
brother and the lover, with the young woman stuck between 
them. The scene being rehearsed is set to culminate with 
the entry of a POLICEMAN who has been called by the 
neighbours to stop the fight.

There are various 
critiques that the ACTORS 
and DIRECTOR receive in 

this scene. 

From these critiques, 
if you had to make 

educated guesses about 
the challenges that 

Kashmiri artists face, 
what would they be?

For the sake of clarity, the police character that exists in the scene being rehearsed by the 
ACTORS and DIRECTOR is hereon referred to as the SCRIPTED POLICEMAN. The other 
police character is referred to as the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN.

When the audience enters, the DIRECTOR is staging the fight and the ACTORS are following 
his directions. After a minute or two to establish the nature of the scene for the audience, the 
UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN enters.

https://doi.org/10.11647/obp.0223.09
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12434/f5dde0b9
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UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: What’s happening here?

DIRECTOR: Who are you? Our policeman’s casting has been done. Please leave. If you 
want another role, please wait outside. Our show has been cast.

The DIRECTOR and ACTORS #1 & #2 push the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN toward the 
door and heads back to the rehearsal.

DIRECTOR: I don’t know where these crappy actors come from. Let’s continue.

The ACTORS go back to the positions they were in before the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN 
entered. Rehearsal proceeds.

UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: Stop. You have to listen to me.

DIRECTOR: Sir, I already told you that --

UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: Quiet. I know you are making a plan to poison her.

DIRECTOR: What?

UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: You’re trying to kill her. Look, I have proof.

UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN produces a bottle.

DIRECTOR: What?

UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: We know everything.

DIRECTOR goes to look at the bottle.

ACTRESS: Have they added this to the script?

ACTOR #1: Who knows. This director keeps changing the scene every day. Come on, 
let’s improvise with them.

Both ACTORS walk toward the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN.

ACTOR #2: I’m her brother and I can decide whether to give her death, or life.

ACTOR #1: I can decide too, because I love her.

ACTRESS: Please sir, stop this fight.

The SCRIPTED POLICEMAN enters.
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SCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: QUIET. QUIET. QUIET. QUIE- Wait. Who is this guy?

DIRECTOR: Look, this is our play’s policeman. Who are you?

UNSCRIPTED  
POLICEMAN: I’ve come from the police station.

Silence. All actors exit with the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN. A few seconds of silence.

GUIDE #1: Is that it?

GUIDE #2: I’m not sure, actually. This didn’t happen the last time I was here.

GUIDE #1: Should we go see where they are?

GUIDE #2: I’m sure they are — look, there they are.

The DIRECTOR and ACTORS come back into the room. SCRIPTED POLICEMAN is hereon 
referred to as ACTOR #3.

GUIDE #1: Aha, Director saab. Did you sort out the confusion?

The DIRECTOR looks at the GUIDES. He doesn’t say anything. He walks back to his chair. 
The ACTORS take their positions again. 

DIRECTOR: Let’s try something else this time, ok? I don’t want to go back to the old 
play. Let’s do something traditional, instead. That will lighten all our spirits.

The actors perform a rouf dance: a dance that is said to be 
used in — sometimes problematic — cultural “showcases” 
of Kashmir’s traditions. While it is near impossible to 
script, in written form, the choreography for this, it is 
recommended that producers of Chronicles from 
Kashmir reach out to Kashmiris in their vicinity to explore 
whether they might learn elements of the form. 

Rouf
A folk-dance form 

performed by women in 
Kashmir

The actor playing the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN re-enters as an ART CRITIC towards the 
very end of the dance.

ART CRITIC: What is this you’re doing here?

DIRECTOR: Sir, we are just trying our hand at some traditional Kashmiri performance.

ART CRITIC: Please, keep going.

The actors sing and dance some more. When they are done, the ART CRITIC begins to clap. 
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ART CRITIC: You are all very talented. This is wonderful work! You know what, I 
really want to find a way to get more people to see your piece.

DIRECTOR: Really? Thank you so much, sir.

ART CRITIC: Yes, yes. We’ll go to festivals across the world and we will show them 
how beautiful and ancient Kashmiri culture is.

DIRECTOR: Thank you so much, sir. That would be wonderful. 

ART CRITIC: We can sell tickets and of course, all of you will be paid. Let me see a little 
bit more of this wonderful performance — I love what I have seen so far!

DIRECTOR: Actors, why don’t we show him that speech. You know, the one about the 
pigeons?

The ACTORS mutter their agreement and set up. ACTOR 
#3 stands on the backs of ACTORS #1 & #2 and performs 
the following speech in an extremely loud volume (a piece 
that alludes to stylistic elements from Bhand Pather).

ACTOR #3: Attention, attention. 

People of this village please listen to me.

Pigeons from here have flown there and have been 
caged.

Pigeons from there have flown here and have been 
caged.

Our horses have been afflicted with an unknown 
disease…

Maybe from eating the grass there;

Maybe from eating the hay here;

Or maybe everything, here and there, has become 
infected? 

In any case, the only certainty is that death looms 
large.

Here. 

And There. 

Bhand Pather
Traditional folk theatre of 

Kashmir

Look into the form of 
Bhand Pather. Consider 

its history, evolution, and 
potential.

In keeping with the 
satirical approach of 
Bhand Pather, ACTOR 

#3’s monologue about 
“pigeons” functions 

as socio-political 
commentary. 

What is it commenting 
on? 

What is the subtext?
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The DIRECTOR and the ACTRESS are laughing during the entire speech and clap loudly 
when it is over. The ART CRITIC, however, is quiet.

ART CRITIC: I see…

DIRECTOR: What do you think, sir?

ART CRITIC: Yes. Yes. This has potential but… look, we will have to be careful. You 
need to edit the piece so that all this kind of obvious political commentary is taken 
out and we are only focusing on the beauty of Kashmiri culture.

DIRECTOR: But sir, as you know, political satire is an important part of Bhand Pather. 
It’s integral to the piece, don’t you think? Without it, the performance would not be 
true to the original form.

ART CRITIC: Look Director saab, we need to sell this piece and in order to get the kind 
of funding we need to take this piece outside Kashmir, we will have to be careful 
about what we say.

DIRECTOR: Sell it? But sir, this is art, don’t you think — 

ART CRITIC: Look, young man. Don’t you want to make some money from your 
work? Don’t you want your actors to make a living?

DIRECTOR: Of course, sir, but — 

ART CRITIC: Look Mr. Director, you need to be willing to be a bit flexible about these 
things. If you are not ready to do this, someone else will be. 

DIRECTOR: Ok, sir. Let’s try your suggestions.

The ACTORS set up the same image. This time, the ART CRITIC interrupts ACTOR #3 
after the first few limes of the speech and instructs ACTOR #3 to step down from the backs of 
ACTORS #1 & #2 while speaking. The ACTORS look at the DIRECTOR for permission to do 
this — which the DIRECTOR grudgingly gives.

When ACTOR #3 speaks from his new position, again, the ART CRITIC interrupts his 
speech and asks ACTOR #3 to speak at a lower volume. The ACTOR once again looks at the 
DIRECTOR for permission to do this— which the DIRECTOR, even more grudgingly, gives.

When ACTOR #3 starts the speech the third time — with the new position and volume — the 
ART CRITIC starts to instruct him to change the text that refers to “one side” and the “other 
side.”

ART CRITIC: Don’t say “this side” and “the other side.” Instead — 

Incensed, the DIRECTOR interrupts.
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DIRECTOR: PLEASE STOP THIS.

Silence.

ART CRITIC: Excuse me?

DIRECTOR: I’m sorry, sir, but you’re changing the whole piece. You’re taking away the 
essence of the performance.

ART CRITIC: The essence of the… (He laughs). You have no idea how the market works 
do you, son? You think people are going to pay money to come and see you criticize 
the government? You think people are going to pay money to hear your political 
ideas? No. People will come to see the Kashmiri music, costumes, and culture. 

DIRECTOR: Politics are part of our culture, sir. You cannot expect to create effective 
art, relevant art, with no politics involved!

ART CRITIC: That is exactly what I expect. No politics. Look, as I said before, if you are 
not willing to do this, I’ll find another group of artists that will be more amenable to 
creating what I’m looking for. You have two days — let me know what you decide.

The ART CRITIC exits. The ACTORS and DIRECTOR look at each other.

DIRECTOR: Look. This is not working. Let’s try 
something else for now. Let’s move away from the 
Bhand Pather and try something more experimental 
and movement-based. Maybe that way, if we are 
more abstract in the way that we are political, 
people will not be averse to our work?

Bhand Pather
Traditional folk theatre of 

Kashmir

The ACTORS begin to do a movement-based piece. Instrumental music plays. The ACTORS 
perform a choreography that uses tools from contemporary dance to showcase a protest between 
civilians pelting stones, and the police/armed forces. 

The actor playing the UNSCRIPTED POLICEMAN and ART CRITIC re-enters during the 
piece as a fellow ARTIST. A friend of the DIRECTOR, the ARTIST is greeted with air of 
warmth and joviality. When the movement-based piece ends:

ARTIST: Hmm … what is this you have here?

DIRECTOR: Sir, it’s a movement-based piece that comments on the state of affairs 
in Kashmir. It’s an experimental piece that uses physicality to depict issues like 
torture and…

ARTIST: Please, let me just stop you right there. I don’t understand why you young 
artists keep doing all this experimental nonsense. Aren’t you forgetting all our local 
traditions and culture with work like this? 
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DIRECTOR: Sir, we’re just trying something new. Just because we’re doing some 
experimental work it doesn’t mean that we’re forgetting our traditions and —

ARTIST: Stop trying these new things and just tell the truth. The scene that you have 
showed here does not do any justice to the reality of what’s happening in Kashmir. 
You think this movement captures the reality of what we have lived? Of what we 
are living? Let me tell you something. With this kind of piece, it’s like you are 
showing a field. You are painting the picture of a large field, but you are not paying 
attention to the plants and the animals and the farmers without whom that field 
wouldn’t be a field. 

DIRECTOR: I don’t understand what you’re saying, sir —

ARTIST: You are not being honest, Director saab. You are showing a general idea of 
pain; a general idea of suffering. You are not naming the names of the people who 
all of us know are implicated in the pain and the suffering. Why don’t you name 
the names!

DIRECTOR: Sir, this is just one performance. We can’t show everything in one 
performance. We have to —

ARTIST: I expected better from you. You have sold out just like everyone else.

DIRECTOR: Sir, I —

ARTIST: You have sold out just like everyone else.

The ARTIST walks out of the room in a huff. Long silence.

ACTOR #1: Sir, what do we do now?

DIRECTOR: I don’t know.

Silence.

ACTRESS: Sir, can I say something?

DIRECTOR: Yes?

ACTRESS: Why don’t we just make theatre for ourselves?

DIRECTOR: What?

ACTRESS: Look, we are artists. We need to make theatre to… to be alive. Can’t we just 
make theatre and not worry about what the authorities, and the critics, and other 
artists say about what we are doing?

ACTOR #2: Because then it’s not theatre! Theatre needs an audience.
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ACTRESS: I know theatre needs an audience, sir. But if everything we do is going to be 
criticized; if everything we do is going to be manipulated by someone, what’s the 
point? We should either try to find new audiences or make this work for ourselves.

DIRECTOR: The point is that we are artists. What else are we supposed to do?

ACTRESS: Exactly, sir. We are artists. So, let’s just make our art and stop caring so 
much about what other people say.

ACTOR #2: That’s easy for you to say.

ACTRESS: Excuse me?

ACTOR #2: Look, I don’t mean any offence, but your family is rich; you can afford to 
make art just for the sake of making art. But some of us have to make a living. We 
have families to feed; clothes to buy; school fees to pay. How can we do that if we’re 
just making theatre for ourselves? How can we do that if we don’t have financial 
support? How can we do that if we stay away from the authorities, and the critics, 
and our fellow artists? We need money too, don’t we? Making art for ourselves 
sounds very romantic and idealistic but how will we put food in our stomachs? 
How will we survive?

ACTRESS: So, what do you suggest we do?

ACTOR #2: I don’t know.

Silence.

DIRECTOR: Look. I think we need to take a break. I think we need to figure out how 
to move forward with this. I need some time to think. 

The DIRECTOR exits. Awkward silence.

GUIDE #2: (to GUIDE #1) Should we go, janab?

ACTOR #3: Sir, please. We can’t let our guests leave 
like this. What will they think of us? We should 
try to lighten the mood a little. 

GUIDE #1: It’s fine, beta. These things happen and 
they need —

Beta
Son (colloquially used 

as the equivalent of “my 
dear”)

ACTRESS: Sir, sorry to interrupt but I have an idea — can I share it with you all?

GUIDE #2: Sure.
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ACTRESS: (to the audience) You’re all outsiders, right? Can one of you teach us a 
dance or song or something that is from where you are? We’ve never been outside 
Kashmir and we would love to learn something new.

GUIDE #2: That’s a great idea — I’m sure some of us would like to learn something 
new too! Anyone here want to teach us something? 

Audience members are given the opportunity, encouraged by the GUIDES, to teach the 
collective — i.e., the ACTORS and the spectator group — a performance-based “item” of their 
choice. If no spectator volunteers to do this, GUIDE #2 steps forward and teaches the group 
something. 

After the teaching/learning process has continued for about 10 minutes and there is a sense of 
community in the air, the GUIDES walk around handing stone souvenirs to audience members 
and preparing them for their journey to the next space. Here, the stone souvenir is decorated 
with text along the lines of Artists in Times of War (Zinn, 2004).

When all the spectators have received their souvenirs, they are asked to bid farewell to the 
ACTORS and make their way to the next space. The path they walk along, this time, is a maze 
made of paper, canvas, paints, and pencils — the GUIDES and the audience can stop to add 
aesthetic elements to their path while they walk.




