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Author’s Note

For the sake of coherence this play is set in Bombay, the Donors are Indian and the Receivers, North American. Ideally, however, the Donors and Receivers should take on the racial identities, names, costumes and accents most suited to the location of the production. It matters only that there be a highly recognizable distinction between the two groups, reflected in speech, clothing and appearance. The Guards and Agents are intermediate between the extremes, but resemble Donors more than Receivers.

The action is set a few years in the future. There are significant technical advances, but the clothes and habits of ordinary people in the ‘Donor’ World are no different to those of Third World citizens today. Except for the obviously exotic gadgets described in the action, household objects look reasonably familiar.


Introduction

In the twenty years since I wrote Harvest, I have told the story of how and why I wrote the play many times over. Here it is again.

In 1995, I had an idea for a play inspired by news stories about the illegal trade in human organs. In those days it was centred in the most impoverished rural districts of Tamil Nadu. In June that year, I also happened to notice an announcement about an international competition sponsored by the Alexander S. Onassis Foundation, for a new, unpublished, un-performed play. The foundation was named after the late son of Aristotle Onassis, the fabulously wealthy Greek shipping magnate of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis fame. It was the first time that the Onassis Award was being offered for an original theatrical play and the theme for the competition was ‘The challenges facing mankind in the 21st century’.

In 1996, I wrote the play that I would call Harvest. While writing it, I told only one person about my plans and swore him to secrecy. He was as tight-lipped as a black hole. I had not breathed a word to anyone else, not even to my sisters. I began writing the play in March and completed it three months later, posting it by airmail with barely minutes to spare before the June-end deadline. A month later, I got a terse little notice informing me that it had been received. There was no further news until, very suddenly, in May 1997, I was informed that it was on the short-list of ten plays chosen from amongst the 1400-odd entries received from around the world. I consoled myself with the thought that being on the short-list was, surely, enough of an honour and to stop thinking about it.

A couple of months later, I was home alone in New Delhi’s Sunder Nagar, where we then lived, when the phone rang. It was a quiet afternoon on 2 July. I knew that the results were due to be announced and that, at that time of day in India, it was morning in Greece. I picked up the receiver and when I heard the faint pip of an incoming international call my heart began to pound. A moment later I heard a stranger’s voice congratulating me and telling me that my play had won the prize. There was no one else around me at the time, so there was no one to witness my reaction: I was frozen in disbelief. I didn’t whoop or cry. My life had been changed in the space of a few seconds, as a result of two years of concentrated wish-building.

My disbelief was perhaps nothing compared to what people in theatre circles in India must have felt the next morning, when a small news item about the prize appeared in a handful of English-language papers. It must have seemed wholly ludicrous that a relatively unknown person could possibly have written a play of any lasting merit. At the time, my only other performed play was Lights Out, written in 1984. My subsequent plays had not been staged, except as readings. The Mating Game Show had been considered for production once or twice, but not performed. A tele-serial version of it was filmed by the award-winning film director Govind Nihalani as part of the BiTV initiative. When BiTV folded up, the script’s production was canned alongside dozens of other ambitious shows.

Indeed, as soon as Harvest became available in print in 1998 (published by Kali for Women, which later split into Zubaan and Women Unlimited), some Indian theatre professionals dismissed it as being un-performable. Words to the effect of ‘works on the page, not on stage’ were bandied about. In 1999, it had its première under the direction of Joy Michael and her theatre group, Yatrik. In 2000, the play, in Greek, was performed at the prestigious Teatro Technis Karolous Koun, Athens, directed by Mimis Kougioumtzis and supported by funds from the Onassis Foundation. In 2001, it was performed as a radio broadcast on the BBC and in 2002, Govind Nihalani directed Deham (Body), a bilingual feature film in Hindi and English based on the play. Harvest has been published in three international anthologies to date: in Black and Asian Plays, with an introduction by Afia Nkrumah (Aurora Metro Books, 2000, UK); in Post-Colonial Plays: An Anthology, edited by Helen Gilbert (Routledge, 2001, UK); and in the 6th Brief Edition of the Wadsworth Anthology of Drama (Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2011, USA).

There is more than one version of the play in circulation. The original version, the one that went to Greece for the competition, was published by Kali for Women and, subsequently, with a few proofing and editing corrections, in the Aurora Metro anthology. Following Paul Jepson’s reading in the UK, in 2000, I edited it again. That version is what appears in the Routledge and Wadsworth anthologies. Then there’s the stand-alone Aurora Metro edition which has been in print since 2003. It is similar to the script in their 2000 anthology except for some excised passages. For instance, the opening lines of dialogue of the play are missing. Those cuts were made without consultation or discussion, so that version is not ‘authorized’. Nevertheless, I am grateful to the publisher for keeping the play in circulation. There are also several translations and transcreations, some of which I know about and others about which I have heard obliquely because they have taken place without my permission.

The script in this book represents the latest and most updated version.

Twenty years since it was written, the play remains in production. It is most often performed by college theatre groups in the US. This year it was performed in the University of Illinois, last year in City College–CUNY (City University of New York) and the year before that in Gettysburg College. In 2013, I attended a rambunctious Italian-language ‘studio’ performance in Milan, Italy, where the role of Ma was performed to gales of laughter by a tall, thin young man. As recently as early this year, it was performed in Kolkata, surprisingly in Malayalam, at the Rang Yatra Festival.

Of the many performances I’ve seen, there are two that I would say were exceptional. The first was the Athens performance in 2000. The actors were superb and the minimalist set design was wonderfully efficient. For instance, the pitiless heat of the tropics was expressed through the simple device of pouring fierce white light in through a shuttered window. The second was a rehearsed reading in London, directed by Paul Jepson. In both cases, the quality of the productions can be easily traced to the fact that the directors and most of the actors were experienced professionals, including the now well-known Indira Varma, at the London reading.

By contrast, the 1999 performance I saw in New Delhi must have afforded the play’s detractors grim satisfaction. Despite the luminous presence of Zohra Sehgal as ‘Ma’ and Tannishta Chatterjee’s sparkling performance as ‘Jaya’, the production was, at best, bravely amateurish.

In addition to the performances I know about, there are also undoubtedly those that have taken place clandestinely. A Malayalam-speaking friend, who attended one of these in Bangalore some years ago, said he found the performance extremely surreal.

This does not surprise me. Harvest is an odd play. There’s never been a definitive performance that might be used as a reference point. It’s science-fiction which is rare for the stage. Harvest’s characters are identified as Bombay slum-dwellers but they speak in standard English because English is the only language I speak. There are five main characters who are gradually eliminated until only one remains in view, yet there are no actual deaths. A strong comic element runs through the play but in a profoundly uncomfortable way. It’s always described as being about the organ transplant trade, but it’s got nothing to do with surgical procedures. It does not offer a standard resolution or support any familiar ideologies.

So, yes: it’s difficult to bring off well. In the early days, I was told that the science-fictional elements were daunting to recreate. I wrote the play at a time when Skype and FaceTime did not exist so there was no familiar technology to refer to. The confined space of the single-room home, in which all but one scene take place, is tight and claustrophobic, making it peculiarly tiring to watch. There’s very little time for introspection. The characters snarl at one another practically the whole way through. Plus, for the actor who plays ‘Jaya’, it’s a punishing role, requiring her presence in every single scene.

Let me add, in support of the many young amateur actors I’ve seen on stage and in rehearsals, that all of them bring a fierce, yearning energy to their roles. It’s been very touching to see that. I believe the subject of this play forces its actors to focus acutely upon their own selves – their bodies, their lives and the choices ahead of them. All dramas are intensely physical but this one is directly about the body, about what it means to have agency over one’s own personal container. It’s about need versus greed. There’s almost no mention of traditional values. It’s about carnal and primal drives, rather than love or faith.

The fact that it is set in India usually results in it being treated as a play specifically about India and Indians. I believe, however, that such an approach skews the interpretation of the script. In 2006, there were two separate, unrelated performances of the play on college campuses in the US. Both directors were connected to India: one was Indian and the other was married to an Indian. Looking back on those productions, it seems to me that they were both shackled by the directors’ pre-conceptions about how to represent Indian characters in a play that is about the human condition rather than the specific human condition of being Indian.

My decision to write the play in this way, with almost no cultural signifiers, was deliberate. I wanted to use the traffic in human organs to make a more universal point about use and abuse between people, cultures and economies. I believe that oppression and cultural suppression are not race or gender-specific. Therefore, I am very open to the idea of the play being performed in cultural settings other than India, with alternative victim-oppressor binaries. In Illinois this year, for instance, the set was a mixed-race American slum of the future, with adjustments to the names and language of the play.

Most of us are familiar with classic European dramas being reworked with Indian characters and contexts. In all of these, it is usually understood that the European stands for ‘Everyman’ or ‘every person’. When the cultural context is switched, in these imported plays, we are given the privilege of watching an Indian take the role of ‘every person’.

What I wanted was to switch the gaze altogether. I wrote the play with the aim of treating the Indian characters as ‘every person’ while the one visible non-Indian character in the play, Ginni, becomes the exotic outsider. She’s described as a caricature of an American glamour queen, and in all of the productions I’ve seen, she was the one character who was perfectly rendered. It was as if she’s such an obvious, universally-recognized stereotype that conjuring her was the equivalent of casting Barbie to play a human being.

As for the gender-reversed version of the play that appears for the first time in this edition? That began as an idle experiment. Using the Find and Replace function of word-processing software, I switched the names and pronouns with a few keystrokes. Several passages needed more extensive alteration, but not all that many. It was only after I had made those changes that I noticed how much the emotional charge of the play had been altered.

The events remain the same, yet the play’s message is subtly different. For instance, when ‘Jeetu’ is no longer a ‘toy-boy’ but a female prostitute, there’s much less tension and pathos in the terrace scene. Instead, it’s just business as usual. When ‘Jaya’ is ‘Jaideep’, he does not have our automatic pity and sympathy at the end, because we expect a man to be self-reliant, confident and strong. He isn’t the universal victim rising up from the ashes, instead, he’s just a person standing up for his rights in the way men are expected to do. 

Or…is he? Do we think less of him because he’s at the receiving end of a powerful female oppressor versus ‘Jaya’, who is oppressed by a powerful man? Is there an actual difference in the oppression or is it merely the bias of our own perceptions? Or does it depend entirely on the quality of the actual performance? In 1999, I organized a reading of both versions of the play in New Delhi, with the kind cooperation of the Max Mueller Bhavan. However, I was too closely involved in the reading to get a sense of what it was like.  

I have presented both versions of the play in this volume because I think they provide a provocative contrast to one another. A friend, to whom I showed both versions, felt the gender-reversed one was distracting and annoying. Some types of irritation are interesting and useful while others are not. I do not know where the gender-reversed version of Harvest fits on the irritation spectrum. Maybe it would always need to be performed in conjunction with the original version. Then again, I have wondered what it would be like as just Harvest, with no reference to its reversed-gender status. It’s hard to say whether or not it would hold its own.

Manjula Padmanabhan
June 2017


Note on Permission for Performance Rights

All applications for professional or non-professional performance rights for any version of Harvest may be made in writing to the publisher, Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd.


HARVEST


Character List

DONORS

OM

Twenty years old, he has been laid off from his job as a clerk and is the breadwinner of his small family. He is of medium height, nervy and thin. He would be reasonably good-looking if not for his anxious expression.

JAYA

OM’s wife. Thin and haggard, she looks older than her nineteen years. Her bright cotton sari has faded with repeated washing, to a meek pink. Like the others, she is barefoot at the outset. She wears glass bangles, a tiny nose-ring, ear-studs, a slender chain around her neck. No make-up aside from the kohl around her eyes and the red bindi on her forehead (the colour indicates that she is married).

MA

OM’s mother. She is sixty years old, stooped, scrawny and crabby, wears a widow’s threadbare white-on-white sari. Her hair is a straggly white.

JEETU

OM’s younger brother, seventeen and handsome. The same height as OM, he is wiry and conscious of his body. He works as a male prostitute and has a dashing, easy-going, likeable personality.

BIDYUT-BAI

An elderly neighbour, very similar in appearance to MA, but timid and self-effacing.

CROWD

Urchins and the crowd outside the door. The crowd is audible rather than visible.

GUARDS AND AGENTS

THE GUARDS

The GUARDS are a group of three commando-like characters who bear the same relationship to each other whenever they appear. GUARD 1 is the leader of the team, a man in his mid forties, of military bearing. GUARD 2 is a young and attractive woman, unsmiling and efficient. GUARD 3 is a male clone of GUARD 2. Only GUARD 1 interacts with the DONORS.

THE AGENTS

The AGENTS are space-age delivery-persons and their uniforms are fantastical verging on ludicrous, like the costumes of waiters in exotic restaurants. Their roles are interchangeable with the GUARDS, though it must be clear that they do not belong to the same agency.

RECEIVERS

GINNI

We see only her face and hear her voice. She is the blonde and white-skinned epitome of an American-style youth goddess. Her voice is sweet and sexy.

VIRGIL

He is never seen. He has an American cigarette-commercial accent - rich and smoky, attractive and rugged.
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