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Abstract

Acclaimed as the Shakespeare of Bhojpuri literature,
Bhikhari Thakur (1888-1971) was a playwright, singer,
poet, and actor. Despite being denied a formal
education, as he belonged to the ‘nai’ (barber) caste, his
innate brilliance elevated Thakur to prominence through
his groundbreaking plays, including Bidesiya, Beti
Viyog, Gabarghichor, and Ganga Snaan, among others.

Thakur's theatrical oeuvre integrates the elements of
‘naach’ (a kind of musical theatre performance from
Bihar) and ‘geet’ (songs, couplets, et cetera), with
traditional musical instruments, a harmonious and
interactive chorus, razor-sharp, witty dialogues, and an
honest but inconsistent adherence to Natyashastra.

The characters of wives, mistresses, mothers, and
mothers-in-law, et cetera, are essential storytelling part
in Thakur's plays. Moreover, the cross-dressed
performances of the female characters by male actors
(naach) add depth and complexity to Thakur's
storytelling, providing a unique perspective to the
critique of the patriarchal society.

This paper, hence, aims to study two of Thakur’s
seminal works — namely, Bidesiya, and Gabarghichor
— and explore the characters of the ‘wife’, the
‘mistress’, and the ‘mother’. The overarching themes of
migration, marriage, motherhood, and familial and
societal patriarchy will also be addressed and
adequatelv discussed.
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‘Bidesiya’ is a popular folk performance from Bihar and the eastern regions of Uttar
Pradesh in India. It shares similarities with other popular theatre genres like Bengal’s jatra,
Uttar Pradesh’s nautanki and encompasses various elements such as dance, drama, music,
and other performing arts. Bidesiya is often called ‘naach’ (or launda-nach) because of the
significant presence of /aunda actors who impersonate females in these plays. Bidesiya, as a
cultural phenomenon, therefore holds cultural significance, as it emerged as a response to the
colonial-era migration of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to adjacent cities (of
Bihar, UP) and faraway countries (Fiji, Mauritius, etc.), thus serving as a poignant portrayal
of the struggles faced by those left behind and a testament to the tribulations of those who
were forcibly displaced to bidesh (foreign lands). As an independent word, ‘Bidesiya’ is
reported to have been used for the first time in a folksong composed by Pandit Beni Madhav

Ram (a resident of Kashi), to address a person who had departed.

Bhikhari Thakur, renowned as the ‘Shakespeare’ of Bhojpuri drama, is credited for
the establishment of bidesiya as a dominant form of folk theatre. Born in 1887, Thakur was
inspired by political upheavals, social discrimination, female suffering, including other social
vices. His folk theatre, moreover, is acknowledged for having brought forth several
progressive changes in the concerned status quo. Thakur is noted to have written innumerable
bhajans, many folksongs, and 12 folk plays during his lifetime. The most culturally
influential folk play by Thakur has been Bidesiya - with an entire genre of folk theatre named

after its title.

Discussing how the theatre of Bhikhari Thakur came to be known as bidesiya,

eminent scholar Taiyyab Hussain Peedit notes that in his plays “Bhikhari mixed the familial
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each other’s presence because not doing so is bound to instigate more trouble. Hence, the
decision of both women to accept Bidesi as their common husband/lover emerges more from
the need for survival than a feeling of love. The impact of migration, in the play, is

consequently suffered by the migrant less, and the kin more.

Similarly, in Gabarghichor (another play by Bhikhari Thakur), the theme of
‘migration’ is explored, but the emphasis is instead on the effect of migration on motherhood,
whereas Bidesiya’s is on marriage. Gabarghichor is a play about Galiz (the migrator), Galiz’s
wife, Gadbadi, and Gabarghichor (the ‘illegitimate’ son of Galiz’s wife and Gadbadi). As
circumstances arise, the story becomes a battle between Galiz, Galiz’s wife, and Gadbadi for
the parental rights of Gabarghichor. Eventually, the mother, i.e. Galiz’s wife proves herself as
the deserving parent of her son, and the village’s Panch'® rewards her with her son’s sole

custody.

Galiz, similar to Bidesi, migrated to distant lands, and “no longer desired his wife,
and swung like an intoxicated elephant” (Thakur, Gabarghichor 3). His character is
summarized by the Panch in the play as follows: “He is Galiz. He confined his wife to the
four walls of the house and went to a foreign country in search of a job. He never sent a letter
to her or any news or even money”’ (Thakur, Gabarghichor 4). Meanwhile, seeing her
husband return home after a long time, Galiz’s wife “washed his feet in a deep platter and
considered herself lucky” (Thakur, Gabarghichor 3). Her enthusiasm and ceaseless faith in
her husband’s obedience are reminiscent of Pyaari Sundari (from Bidesiya). But Galiz does
not reciprocate his wife’s adoration and impassively tells her that “there is no need for all this

bothering. Where is the boy (Gabarghichor)? Tell me quickly.” (Thakur, Gabarghichor 3).
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