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Ratan Thiyam’s approach to  

When We Dead Awaken 



Ibsen Between Cultures: Symbiotic 
Intercultural Theatre performance 

•  Between two means of expression: their 
proximity but also their distance; their 
similarities and dissimilarities 

 

• Symbiosis:  interdependency and balance 
between content and form.  
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Cultural encountering - new artistic 
expressions through blending 

• Content (ideas, text) from one culture 

• Forms (theatrical expressions and/or devices) 
or elements from different artistic forms from 
another culture 

 

Challenge:  

• Combine in a way which is meaningful to the 
audience 
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Complex cultural encountering (1) 

• A western dramatic text (modern or classic) or 
epic can be blended with a specific traditional 
theatrical form of a non-Western country 
 

• A western text can be blended with elements 
and techniques from one or more non-
western traditional theatrical forms or other 
traditional living art forms like music, 
movement, dance, etc.  
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Complex cultural encountering (2) 

• A western text can be blended with elements, 
materials and techniques etc. from a non-
western art form as well as with elements and 
techniques of modern Western art forms. 

 

• A non-western traditional text or epic can be 
used with western contemporary techniques 
and styles along with elements and 
techniques. 
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Complex cultural encountering: 
Challenges 

• All kinds of complex cultural encountering are by 
nature highly experimental 

• Content and form have to be mixed in a meaningful 
way. This means that any kind of content cannot 
intermingle with any kind of form, element or 
technique 

•  In order to create meaningful new expressions 
which can communicate with the audience, it is 
therefore of critical importance to be selective in 
terms of texts as well as forms  
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Negotiation 

Three-step process: 

 

• Separation 

• Replacement (substitution) 

• Incorporation (counterpoint) 
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Cultural conceptions 

 Cultures have different codes for social 
interaction, and theatrical expressions do 
therefore differ in terms of tempo, rhythm, 
body expressions, the meaning of gestures, 
use of voice, colour symbols etc 
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Staging Ibsen: Different modalities 

 Purpose: social 
change and 
development 

• Rainbow desire: to 
liberate individuals 
and change lives 

 

 

 Purpose: create new 
artistic expressions 

 

• Alchemist’s rainbow: 
a mirage-like 
performance of 
performances 

9 



Ibsen:  When We Dead Awaken 
Thiyam:  Ashibaghee Eshei  
  (”Song of Death”) 

• Memory 

• Persistence of memory 

• Wheel of death and rebirth 

• Freedom 

 - Freedom to choose 

 - Freedom of the soul 
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Major changes in the adapted text (1) 

• Structure  

 - From acts to units 

 - From outdoor to mainly indoor 

 - Progression: studio-waterway-metaphysical 

      space 

• Text shortened  

 - Act one dropped  

 - Dialogues replaced by visuals 
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Major changes in the adapted text (2) 

• Characters 

 - Reduced to four characters: Rubek, Maja, 

   Irene, Ulfheim 

 - Names changed to Manipuri for Sculptor,  

   Beautiful Woman, Image, Stranger 

 - Changed the personality and status of Rubek,  

   includes Ulfheim’s wildness 
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Basic differences 

Ibsen 
• The time concept is explicit 

- through the dialogue, 
space and action it is 
understood the story takes 
place during summer 

• Rubek and Irene being 
buried in snow is an 
important metaphor for 
internal death in Ibsen’s text   

 

 

Thiyam 
• No specific time concept 

 

 

 

• End changed from death to 
life (rebirth after death) 
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Structural changes:  
Thiyam’s concept of progression 

• A three-step progression in terms of space: Locale is 
changed from studio to waterway to a spiritual space  

 - The spiritual space is infinite and exists above  

       reality (the highest elevation)  

 - Persistence of memory connected to the Hindu and 

      Buddhist concepts of the wheel of death and rebirth 

• Simultaneously there is a movement from a realistic 
to a surrealistic atmosphere 
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Decomposing the traditional  
Manipuri dance raas 

• Thiyam decomposes the dance and makes use 
only of elements which are suitable to signify 
individual freedom and its connection to 
death and rebirth 

• He keeps the circular movement 
characterizing the raas dance but drops the 
other major characteristic, notably that it is a 
group dance 
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Condensation and Displacement 

  

 Thiyam uses an avalanche of images by 
creating associations to legends and myths, 
inspired by Freud’s characteristics of dream-
work : condensation and displacement 
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Ethereal cosmic infinity 

  

 An internal landscape in which the use of light 
and space creates an illusion of three-
dimensional space 
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Choice of materials 

 Thiyam does not make use of a particular 
traditional theatrical or ritual convention but 
picks elements, materials and techniques from 
his own culture and place them within a 
proscenium theatre frame along with Ibsen’s 
text and western visual materials  
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Paint and erase method 

• In each unit: Painting with props, costumes 
and colours and subsequently erase 

• Each unit adds elements to the play and the 
impressions thicken 

• Major difference compared to the episodes of 
traditional theatre: Unit-specific props added 
to the traditional multi-purpose props 
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Visual Expression 

 

   

•  Single motif within a panoramic perspective 

• Use of various means to bring images together 
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Rubek’s memory of Irene 

  

 Visualized through several bubbles crossing 
the stage, emerging from moving red fabrics; 
gives the impression of mental waves  
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Deformed sculptures 

 The scene in the original text when Rubek and 
Irene are talking about how he had recreated 
her sculpture is represented in Thiyam’s 
production through a strong composition in 
which the image-like Irene is placed among 
deformed sculptures 
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Lohengrin’s boat replaced by “swan boat” 
(1) 

• The scene in the second act where Rubek and Irene are sitting 
beside the stream talking about their time at Lake Taunitz is in 
Thiyam’s production portrayed as a trip in a small boat  

• Parts of the original dialogue are presented through strong 
visuals. Most important, the reference to Lohengrin’s boat is 
replaced by a swan at the stem of the boat   

• Lohengrin myth - with a hero acquiring superhuman qualities 
and becoming a measuring stick for behaviour and morals - 
has Indian parallels in the myth of Karna and the related 
conversation between Krishna and Arjuna described in the 
scripture Bhagavad Gita 
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Lohengrin’s boat replaced by “swan boat” 
(2) 

• Swans are central in Hindu myths. The “swan boat” is 
thus a symbol which the local audience can connect 
with their own myth. 

• Thiyam connects human existence and spiritual 
conceptions of cosmos 

• In the boat scene, strong visuals are also used to 
express freedom through flying fishes, inspired by 
Chagall’s painting “The Flying Fish” (1948) as well as 
by flying birds.  
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Persistence of memory 

• Irene’s lines “You took both my hands and pressed them 
warmly. I stood there, breathless, waiting. Then you said ‘I am 
deeply grateful to you, Shaktam. ‘This’ you said, ‘this has been 
an inspiring episode in my life” are in Thiyam’s production 
expressed within a visual frame inspired by Salvador Dali’s 
painting “Persistence of Memory” (1931).  

• The visual consists of a melting clock hanging from a barren 
and deformed tree and Irene lying motionless and leaning 
back, in a position that resembles one of Dali’s melted clocks. 
This is clearly illustrating how Irene’s experience of “the 
episode” is frozen and persists in her memory in a way that 
causes her emotional death.  
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Visual blending 

• Thiyam borrows images from the West and 
combines them with local material and 
symbols   

• The images and devices suit with the main 
theme of the play, and the local audience 
considered the performance as an organic 
whole and did not consider the imported 
elements as “foreign” 
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Marvin Carlson 

 “Foreign elements are assimilated into the 
tradition and absorbed by it. The audience can 
be interested, entertained or stimulated by 
these elements, but they are not challenged 
by them. Often they do not even recognize 
them as foreign.” 
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