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Focusing on a particular exchange, of a theatre-text and its pro-
ductions on the liberation war in Vietnam, staged amid political 
dissent and an agonistic atmosphere in India in 1966 and subse-
quently in Rostock-Volkstheater in 1967, this chapter intends to 
revisit certain sites of historical-cultural exchanges. As the overall 
theme of the book suggests, these could be referred to as Indo-GDR 
entanglements but were different from the celebratory festivals and 
institutional exchanges mostly organized and funded by the Indian 
state and the erstwhile German Democratic Republic (GDR). Such 
cultural histories of entanglement focus on an ideological affinity 
that does not necessarily fit into larger interstate narratives and 
are, therefore, rarely cited, marginalized in the archives and sub-
sequently also in scholarship. Like all micro-events, they cannot 
bring about paradigm shifts but can at least challenge some of the 
macro-categories, which are often passed off in the name of histories 
of entanglement between the socialist countries and India.

COLLABORATIVE 
DIALOGUES ACROSS 
THEATRICAL PUBLIC 
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CHAPTER 1
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In this context, the chapter tries to explore alternate criti-
cal methodologies, particularly taking into its scope various modes 
of theatrical collaborations: text, content, historical documents, 
dialogue among theatre personalities and public realms. This is 
a departure from prevalent standard ways of looking at entangle-
ments, which often focus on individuals, institutions and various 
establishments. As will be shown, the Brecht Society of India set up 
in 1964, which facilitated this collaboration and is the focus of this 
chapter, was a more flexible cultural organization that promoted 
the sharing of resources around theatre and did not have the char-
acter of state institutions. Inherent to this chapter is, thus, a tacit 
desire to explore alternate frameworks and counter examples to 
the ones which solely refer to institutions and from which macro-
histories are devised. The premise of this particular collaboration 
was based on very different principles and reinstates the view that 
cultural histories are always more heterogeneous than it seems.

The alternate methodological framework to approach such 
histories, I propose, comes from the increasing interest in looking 
at the public sphere as the backdrop for theatrical manifestations. 
A conceptualization of the theatrical public sphere as an extension 
of, but also as agonistic to, what is often referred to as the larger 
public sphere, is apt in this context for recovering and framing 
such histories. This, I argue, allows one to offer alternate methods 
to write theatre histories not through individuals but rather the 
political contexts and debates which were ensuing in the public 
domains of the time. The particular exchange that I draw our 
attention to is a significant moment in the chronology of cultural 
entanglements, at a time when the public spheres both in the 
GDR and India, borrowing from Balibar, were not ‘phantomized’. 
The theatrical public sphere, particularly juxtaposed to the public 
sphere, then functions as a key means of exploring criticality 
which, in terms of theatrical abstraction, seeks to express its 
agonistic positions to the new Indian or the GDR state’s didactic 
agendas around the nations’ cultural manifestation. It invariably 
focuses attention on theatre as an institution between the shift-
ing borders of private and public, reasoned debate and agonistic 
intervention (Balme 2014, 8) and has the potential to lapse into an 
uneasy relationship with the actual public sphere. The theatrical 
public sphere is also relevant in this context as going against the 



Collaborative Dialogues across Theatrical Public Spheres 35

grain of larger historical forces of hegemonic dominance, particu-
larly in the GDR but also India.

In the context of the GDR, I try to read this particular 
exchange as an example of inclusive internationalism which 
allowed, albeit temporarily, a heterogeneous cultural practice, 
different from the understanding of theatre exchanges of the ex-
socialist countries. A report of the exchange points out how the 
general schedule of the Volkstheater Rostock was interrupted due 
to the need of the hour for staging a play in support of Vietnam 
by an Indian playwright (DDR Review 1967). Both the GDR and 
India were in the nascent state of reformulating themselves and 
the 1960s were a vital decade.

Vietnam offered an impulse to rethink a socialist or Left 
imagination in the mode of internationalism, in terms of revolu-
tion, independent struggles and the Non-aligned Movement. It 
also provided for other means of reaching out to people in order 
to create international communities across geographical expanses 
but with historical affinities, sharing experiences of war, suffering 
and pain with a gesture towards a different world—a world where 
the socialist vision was a possibility, while facing the contemporary 
ones of capitalist or state socialism, with all their anomalies and 
contradictions. This chapter, therefore, intends to look through 
the lens of the play, Invincible Vietnam, not shying away from the 
contexts and the contents of the play as presenting possibilities 
of a collaboration based on the spirit of internationalism. In the 
process, through this unique cultural exchange, the performance 
of Invincible Vietnam in Calcutta in 1966 and subsequently its 
adaptation and performance in Rostock-Volkstheater on World 
Theatre Day in 1967,1 this essay will revisit the play’s history and 
will raise methodological questions around writing theatre and 
cultural histories of entanglement. This particularly so when recent 
writings on the Cold War see all such practices as nothing more 
than the manifestation of a political, economic and cultural policy of 
the Eastern Bloc in a bipolar division of the world and consequently 
celebrate its decimation and dissolution.

Two recent collections edited by Patryk Babiracki and 
Austin Jersild (2016) and another by Christopher Balme and 
Berenika Szymanski-Dull (2017) frame cultural practices across 
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genres and times according to the state cultural policy paradigm. 
They even read it in a cynical tone as a statist internationalism, 
initiated through the USSR’s new policy shift in the post-Stalin era 
and as working through state networks and alliances. For Babiracki 
and Jersild, India is one common and popular reference point in 
an otherwise Eurocentric scope (Babiracki and Jersild 2016). The 
normative model of 1952 thus framed, according to them and their 
contributors, determines all interpretations of collaborations, par-
ticularly between the GDR and India, as mediated and controlled 
by the USSR. Exchanges and collaborations among actors from both 
the sides are expected to fit naturally into this larger framework 
with no scope for deviations or being challenged through its own 
micro histories. That international events of enormous magnitude 
such as the Youth Festival, inaugurated in Moscow in 1957, were 
organized and held, with India having the largest number of par-
ticipants (Koivunen 2016; Wisdon, 2016) are some of the examples 
to prove their point. When discussions around internationalism 
arise, they are very clearly seen within such state-level policies, 
which could be a foreign policy initiative, as the overarching frame 
within which all collaborations of different kinds occur. My aim of 
writing a history around this exchange is exactly the opposite, one 
which disturbs such assumptions and is borne out of marginalized 
archival sources.

I propose to ask, throughout the chapter, the vital ques-
tion, in the vein of Rebecca Schneider, on the disappearance of 
certain performance practices from archives and histories. The 
Indian archives have a police file on Utpal Dutt and his activities 
during this period, but the state cultural archives, as expected, 
have no reference to the exchange. The Berlin-based Academy 
of Arts (Akademie der Künste) archive holds sources on the play-
wright, specifically, the German text of the play by the translator 
Kurt Barthel and some personal correspondence between Barthel 
and Dutt,2 clarifying some points in the text but mostly pointing 
to the beginning of a personal friendship. The Federal Archives in 
Berlin (Bundesarchiv) also have a file on Dutt during this time.3 
I, however, read these presences as two instances of marginaliza-
tion; once within the GDR archives in the aftermath of the 1960s 
and subsequently in the aftermath of the German reunification, 
whereby GDR activities themselves are often ignored. Schneider, 
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in a different context, attributes disappearances (or in this case 
marginalization) to the ‘meantime’, a theatrical disruption to any 
linear cultural history narratives and argues that they disappear 
for a particular reason which is deliberate and deals with power 
machinations (Schneider 2011, 97–100). Balibar argues in the 
context of the ex-socialist states that these states were reorganized 
post-Second World War as nation-states with communist ideolo-
gies and, hence, like all nation-states (India as well), perpetuated 
homogenous national cultures whereby all heterogeneous cultural 
practices were erased and invisibilized in the process of recording 
histories.

The dialogue with the playwright, director and actor, 
Utpal Dutt, in 1966 was not mediated by the Indian state for sure. 
Samik Bandopadhyay (1989, 9) introduces Dutt in a preface to an 
interview as follows:

Thrown out of the IPTA once on the charge that he was a 
Trotskyite, Dutt has shifted his political positions more than 
once, but never outside the left. He takes positive pride in 
identifying himself as a political playwright, director, but 
takes care to give his politics a wide and humane enough 
dimension, offering his audiences classics both Bengali … 
and European (Shakespeare, Gorki, Ibsen), reconstruction of 
revolutionary history, both Indian and European, street plays 
on more immediate and local topics and even existential stud-
ies of performance itself.

By the mid-1960s, the Little Theatre Group and Dutt established 
what would be the first post-colonial political theatre, taking 
strong positions against the state and the Congress Party which 
was in political power in India. From the 1960s, Dutt had hired the 
Minerva Theatre, staging plays on historical rebellions during the 
colonial rule and eulogizing the subaltern anti-colonial nationalism 
vis-à-vis elite nationalism of the ruling Congress Party. According 
to Dutt and many belonging to the Left, the ruling Congress Party 
had made many compromises with the colonial government while 
negotiating independence and, more importantly, its blatant sub-
version of democratic principles, which only focused on universal 
adult franchise at the cost of abandoning the much-needed priori-
ties of social justice and social citizenship, which could have allowed 
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a more participatory democratic practice and civil society. The new 
theatre, while highlighting the compromises and the retreat of 
the ruling elites, urged for a more socialist vision and what Tony 
Fischer would say was a ‘theatre’s job politically speaking to oppose 
the current state of consensus by provoking disagreements of vari-
ous sorts and disrupt the consensus around “good political regimes”’ 
(Fischer and Katsouraki 2017, 5).

The Vietnam War was an integral symbol of a collective 
imagination around socialist revolutions and here the paradox 
of the GDR system, which never had a socialist revolution or any 
anxieties of an ever-widening gap between ideals of the revolution 
and its transformation into state socialism, could have a different 
resonance.4 In the growing atmosphere of increasing state con-
trol, it was perhaps an attempt to take ‘refuge in the high ideals 
or in the temporality of utopia’—that of the liberation struggle 
which Vietnam came to symbolize. Theatre is capable of staging 
in public sites the Brechtian Gestus to open up the ‘fields of vision 
to a dialectical order’ and manoeuvre towards ‘no final closer of 
the signifier’ and here were signifiers indicating towards a libera-
tion war of freedom with a socialist collective vision. The triadic 
relationship between a post-colonial nation seeking social justice 
(India), a socialist state seeking civic liberty (GDR) and a libera-
tion struggle (Vietnam) was internationalism, which when realized 
on stage could then, in Fischer and Katsouraki’s terms, ‘suspend 
meaning in disrupting the very space of representation through 
the introduction of various techniques of syntactical disturbance’ 
and incite spectators to ‘wishful’ thinking that maybe, just maybe, 
the gap between ideals and reality will close, rather than widen 
(Fischer and Katsouraki 2017, 16–17).

INVINCIBLE VIETNAM: THE TEXT, THE 
PERFORMANCES AND THE CULTURAL MILIEU
Originally written in Bengali, and premiered on 31 August 1966 
at the Minerva Theatre, Invincible Vietnam is a play based on a 
contemporary international event, the war in Vietnam, focusing 
on one strategic battle in South Vietnam, between the US Army 
and the Viet Cong. According to the holding on Kurt Barthel in 
the Akademie der Künste archives, the text was translated into 
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English by Dutt and sent to Rostock for Hanns Anselm Perten and 
Kurt Barthel to read if this could be staged for the East German 
audience. The Brecht Society of India, which had until now 
brought a number of Brecht and other German scripts, along with 
Handbücher and other materials such as posters and photographs 
to India, thus, tried to initiate a reverse flow, whereby the Indian 
text was sent to the GDR. Kurt Barthel (1914–1967), known popu-
larly as Kuba was a playwright, lyricist and dramaturge, while 
Perten (1917–1985) was an actor, director and theatre intendant 
(administrative director) of the Volkstheater Rostock Theatre from 
1952 to 1985. Perten was known for commissioning pieces at the 
Rostock Theatre which were not allowed to be played anywhere 
else in the GDR. The decision to collaborate on Invincible Vietnam 
must have been a collective call from all these personalities. Barthel 
and Perten were members of the SED and well-known theatre per-
sonalities as was Dutt and had the cultural capital and power to 
negotiate such a collaboration which may not have fitted into the 
larger cultural policy visions.

The play, Invincible Vietnam, revolves around an incident in 
the Van Troi district and the first scene in the office of the American 
general, Fitz Coulton, introduces the audience to Vietnam through 
a map which drops down on the stage. The territories under the 
Viet Cong are marked in red on the map and introduced to audi-
ences on the pretext of the general briefing his staff on the forth-
coming operation, the location, its physical terrain and political 
situation. There is an abundance of red to show how the Viet Cong 
has advanced to push the American troops into only a few isolated 
locations. A desperate American general explains a crucial strate-
gic attack, which he believes could perhaps change the tide of the 
war. The intent is to free a stretch of road, which connects the two 
highways—1 and 15—and which links Saigon to Ku-chi and Ben 
Sukh. The strategic plans are complex and lie at the crux of the 
play’s narrative. The stretch of road is controlled by the Castro bat-
talion, led by two infallible guerrilla leaders, Truc and Duyeth. The 
American plan, explained on the map, is while one brigade under 
Colonel Finney would proceed from Ku-chi to subjugate and arrest 
the leaders of the battalion, another brigade under Colonel Wheeler 
would lay siege on the Ho-bo village. The Americans would be led 
into the forests to Truc and Duyeth by Madame Lin, the daughter 
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of an ex-landowner of the district who is out to revenge her father’s 
murder by the Viet Cong. In supplement to the maps on stage, there 
are a number of charts with data and photographs of the unknown 
faces of the guerrilla leaders projected on the stage. One such data 
chart provides a list of the means of torture the US Army can inflict 
on the Vietnamese people. Intertwined with war strategies, it also 
exposes White racism and how the USA perceives the Asian popu-
lation, whom they want to subjugate and control as a superpower 
in the new Cold War scenario.

The subsequent two acts are located in the Ho-bo village; 
the first depicting a typical Vietnamese village and its people, who 
while leading rural, agriculturally productive lives are also fight-
ing the liberation battle and second, the village under siege. The 
villages in Vietnam provided the lifeline of the struggle and, in the 
process, were moving, as we see, towards a nascent socialist society 
in terms of labour, productivity, social and political relations. The 
struggle is depicted as a grassroots mobilization not only for the 
cause of the revolutionary war but also for a vivid picture of what 
is to follow once the liberation has been achieved. At the centre of 
Ho-bo, and prominent on the stage, a makeshift hospital set up by 
Dr Vinh and his colleagues is located, tending to wounded villag-
ers who are suffering the effects of American use of Napalm bombs 
and poisonous gases in addition to actual military bombing and 
shooting. The general has earlier given a picture of the village and 
its people as follows:

They have distributed 2,000,000 hectares of land to the 
peasants, paid off all debts, appointed one doctor per village, 
opened medical colleges, schools—it is difficult to find the 
illiterate Asian peasants. Every village has a cultural troupe, 
one film association, thirty newspapers and twenty newsreels 
have been produced till date. There are forty dailies, seventeen 
weeklies, forty monthly papers and journals. Liberation radio 
broadcasts in five languages. (Dutt 1995, 164)

The villagers are established as characters and everyone is involved 
in the liberation struggle, either fighting in the battalions or pro-
viding support in one form or the other. They come to the hospital 
with festering wounds, children and relatives dying or in pain, but 
steadfast to fight till the bitter end. Beyond the misery of the war 
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lies the vision of a society offering a better life, based on egalitari-
anism, abolition of private property, social justice and all that is 
associated with what socialism meant in terms of ideals but not 
devoid of practice. It is in this transformative moment that love and 
passion prosper and nurse Mao and Duyeth develop a relationship. 
We are introduced to Thuwan, who comes with his daughter on the 
verge of death due to poisonous gas; we get to know Tran Duot and 
Thiyen who are eager to outbid each other to prove who is the better 
fighter for the cause, Tham, who is burnt and scarred and instead 
of rest wants to go back to the battle grounds, and the women who 
are all brave and courageous and can outdo men in all matters 
regarding war. A socialist society and the revolutionary process 
leading to it are symbolized by the equality between men and 
women and we meet Kim, the 75-year-old veteran, who can shoot 
any target, cycles everywhere and looks after her granddaughter 
Pooh-Poo, whose mother died in the war and father is still away 
fighting the US Army; we meet Bo, the school teacher who wants 
to preserve the library books when the local school is bombed and 
brings it to the shelter.

To the great angst of Dr Vin, a meeting has been called on 
the hospital premises by Duyeth whereby, amid camaraderie and 
trust of deep comradeship, he explains the war strategy from the 
point of view of the guerrillas. The strategy is for Ho-bo to surrender 
to the US Army and not resist the siege, so that the Castro battal-
ion can first fight Col Finney’s brigade with all its strength, before 
coming to liberate the village from Col Wheeler’s siege. With stoi-
cism, the villagers get ready to face the trauma that awaits them, 
far worse than what they have experienced till now.

The third act starts by laying out the extent of violence of 
the occupation. Col Wheeler’s men have occupied the village and 
unleashed terror and once again the hospital space becomes their 
temporary chambers. Dr Vinh still tries to conduct his work in the 
department of medicine in this tense atmosphere and holds auda-
cious conversations with the Americans on the use of advanced 
scientific knowledge for mass destruction. Col Wheeler is keen to 
discover some clue in the hospital or in the homes of the villagers 
in order to prove their links with the Viet Cong. While inflicting his 
sexual desires on nurse Mao and raping her as a routine mode of 
torture and humiliation, he finds his much-awaited proof. A paper, 
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which lists American soldier strengths and had been given to her 
by Dr Vinh for safekeeping after the meeting with Duyeth, fall off 
from her bosoms. The complicity of the villagers with the guerrillas 
is established, Col Wheeler is now ready to punish and shower ret-
ribution in various forms: Mao is subjected to electric shock till she 
is killed, the other women are paraded naked among the American 
soldiers, Dr Vinh is blinded, the men are handcuffed and made to 
look at the massacre helplessly. The blinded Pooh-Poo is snatched 
away from her grandmother and is shot dead. For a moment, the 
grandmother loses her revolutionary resolution and begs for mercy 
but she soon realizes the futility of it all and once again transforms 
her personal tragedy to reinforce her revolutionary convictions.

The scene predominantly deals with physical torture and 
the body being subjected to inhuman violence. An effective dramatic 
devise, it is also used to show the American state and its army in 
the light of the oppressor, who aims to replace older colonialists 
with their own means of dominance. I argue that such vivid depic-
tions are also a post-colonial theatrical strategy to evoke memories 
of colonial suppression and the marks it leaves on bodies. They are 
also, as can be seen in Dutt’s other works, a critique of Gandhian 
non-violence. Dutt had interpreted in various plays that the non-
violent struggle was but a hoax, formulated by Gandhi and the 
Congress Party to not allow the people to engage in any armed 
revolution in order to consolidate the powers of the Indian bour-
geoisie. In Dutt’s envisaging of a socialist society, a post-colonial 
future through an armed struggle was also a reflection of the com-
promises Indian post-colonial nation was making in the present. 
The Left in India interpreted Gandhian strategies as a means used 
by the middle class to monopolize power and create a rule of capital 
where inequalities would continue and social citizenship would be 
compromised to create a tokenism of universal adult franchise.

The theatrical strategy of torture allows for embodied per-
formative moments of expressing pain and endurance to the point 
of transgressions as revolutionaries are never victims in the way 
they face torture—silently, courageously and seeing it as a mark 
of honour and commitment. In the process, the tortured bodies are 
visually transformed into empowered ones, leading to moments 
where affect comes with strong visceral responses.
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When it comes to women, torture acquires various modes 
of inflicting sexual violence and is a trope of raping the nation and 
leaving it broken. The revolutionary women do not exhibit their 
bodies as victims of sexual violation. Kim, in the play, refuses to 
experience shame when made to walk naked among American 
soldiers. For her, it is like any other wound inflicted by the enemy 
and is the mark of a revolutionary. This challenges many of the 
premises on which anti-colonial nationalism created its symbolic 
imagination of the nation, embodied by a mother figure. The play 
effectively plays on various registers of womanhood and the relation 
between women’s body and sexual violation is merely one devise 
of torture inflicted by the enemy and not a matter of moralistic 
social ethics.

Col Wheeler derives pleasure from such physical and sexual 
torture and waits eagerly for the climax to play out as he awaits 
news of the decimation of the Castro battalion and the arrest of 
Truc and Duyeth. When all seems lost for the revolutionaries, the 
US battalion under Col Finney disappears from the radar of the 
radio communication. Wheeler, anticipating a catastrophe, tries to 
send urgent messages to the headquarters as the villagers damage 
the radio. A replacement radio is to be brought from their store and 
reinstated when Madame Lin, in a nonchalant moment walks in 
announcing that the mission is completed and Wheeler regains his 
hope for a moment. The climax of the play is when she is asked to 
bring in the arrested Truc an Duyeth to the Colonel, but she turns 
around to declare that she herself is Truc, the young guerrilla leader 
who had masterminded the strategy. Behind her is the Castro bat-
talion, now with their first mission accomplished, intent to liberate 
Ho-bo. The villagers on stage are freed and the Americans placed 
under arrests. The coward Col Wheeler comes down on his knees 
to plead for mercy. The villagers remember their losses but prepare 
to ready themselves for further battles and renew their oath to 
liberation and the struggle. Normal camaraderie returns and the 
goal of the future is re-established. Bo retrieves her broken globe 
and tries to put it back—the map of conquests of the first act, which 
ended with the shadows of the American general pouring over it, is 
now countered by the picture of the globe where other networks of 
solidarity are being set up; solidarity with those who are fighting 
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for the cause of a socialist future—egalitarianism, social justice, 
one pregnant with hope and possibilities.

The German translation was almost verbatim and is in 
the Barthel archive at Akademie der Künste in Berlin. Visuals 
and scribbling in the manuscripts show that the performance 
followed the textual impulse and whatever changes we see are 
due to the different stage sizes and architectural spatiality. 
The Minerva Theatre was an old colonial theatre with a long 
dark depth and a short width, which made scenography seem 
real and meld into infinity. The Rostock Theatre was a modern 
structure with a wide opening and a functional proscenium. Both 
replicated the backdrop of Vietnam and made an extensive use 
of the maps. The GDR production made the use of an ensemble 
and the presence of a large number of people, which was also 
reminiscent of socialist realism where no one takes centre stage 
in the older star modes of acting. Dutt was one of the important 
post-colonial directors, who introduced what was known as total 
theatre, where text, music, scenography, acting and ensemble 
acting were controlled to create a holistic experience. The GDR 
was already into a similar production mode and there is no evi-
dence to show that there were too many artistic and aesthetic 
differences between the two productions. The acting style would 
largely follow a mode of realism with Brechtian techniques being 
formulated and introduced in various aspects to break the mode 
of realism and I would argue that the tortured bodies would be 
a key Brechtian Gestus strategy. The soundscape is particularly 
interesting as the sound stimulus is constantly disbalanced with 
sounds of bombs, glass shattering and structures collapsing. 
These are intercepted by the music playing on Saigon Radio, 
Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin along with other Asian genres, unap-
preciated by the American general and his warped sense of the 
world, but an inspiration for the Vietnamese.5

Dutt made his overarching message clear in the play: while 
Americans were conquering and unleashing terror, the Socialist 
Bloc stood resolute in their support. Vietnam had created another 
event in the narrative of the Cold War with a world divided by 
capitalism and socialism, where the preference of Asian countries 
was quite obvious.
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INVINCIBLE VIETNAM AMID CONTROVERSIES, 
DEBATES AND AN AGONISTIC PUBLIC REALM, 
CALCUTTA 1967
By 1966, when Invincible Vietnam was written and staged, Dutt 
had been moving more towards a radical Left politics. His play 
Teer (The Arrow), coming a year later, was a documentary drama 
around the shooting of peasants at Naxalbari and the Left radical 
movement which grew in West Bengal, inspired by the Chinese 
revolution demanding an armed revolution.6 With his theatre 
implicated in the new subversive, seditious political agenda of the 
Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist)—CPI (ML)—which 
split from the legitimate communist parties, Dutt faced bans, arrest 
and attacks on his theatre. While Invincible Vietnam still drew his 
loyal audience, Teer was shut down and subsequently Dutt lost his 
theatre audience and ultimately the theatre7 which was unable to 
sustain his foray from cultural spaces into actual political activism. 
Subversion and underground radical activities failed to balance the 
economic necessities of the theatre in the public domain with secret 
clandestine engagements. Dutt (2009, 106) writes, ‘My suicidal line 
had alienated the theatre from every Leftist party in the country, 
from class struggle, from every contact with the masses. I was 
practicing private revolutionary theatre, a bizarre contradiction, 
which if not tragic, would have been laughable’.

Invincible Vietnam, as a historical documentary drama set 
in Vietnam, in this agonistic atmosphere could be looked as part 
of Left international solidarity. Though not any direct danger to 
arousing the masses against the state, it would also not, by any 
imagination, be part of the new cultural projects to promote the 
national Indian identity. Throughout the play, there are strong 
references to and critique of the Indian government’s reluctance 
to exert pressure on the USA at the state level or to show uncon-
ditional support for the Vietnamese liberation struggle. This was 
the reality of the political situation and we would see a direct defi-
ance of public opinion on Vietnam, when the then prime minister 
of India, Mrs Indira Gandhi, invited Robert McNamara8 to India, 
including a visit to Calcutta to recommend an overhauling of the 
sewage system and sanction loans from the World Bank.
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If the public sphere is the space where these debates and 
opposition to the state are played out, such theatrical performances, 
dramatizing a revolution in the process with strong affective impulses 
which only theatre can construct, were an important strategy and 
interacted directly with people on the streets. This was also a period 
of increased public demonstrations and antagonism which were 
configuring new modes of protests and creatively aligning the real 
with the symbolic in the city of Calcutta. The success of Invincible 
Vietnam in terms of audiences is a proof of that. Debesh Chakrabarty 
(2005, 434), one of the actors in the play, writes about how LTG was 
apprehensive of the reception of Invincible Vietnam, particularly in 
terms of box office and being able to sustain Minerva Theatre with 
a play on Vietnam, and their excitement and joy when they realized 
that the shows were sold out. The audience out in the streets was 
also eager to experience the revolution in Vietnam.

My mention of the phrase ‘audience or people out in the 
streets’ is based on reports from newspaper coverage in the Left 
papers—Deshhitaishi and People’s Democracy.9 Other than covering 
the crisis that the communist parties were facing in their electoral 
politics, where the central government was constantly using various 
mischievous devices to overthrow the democratically elected govern-
ment of the state assembly, the papers ran elaborate coverage on 
histories and stories of international socialist movements, where 
Vietnam was the most current event. Protests gathered momentum 
against the undemocratic overthrow of the state government lead-
ing to frequent and large rallies, protest meetings, trade unionism 
and other congregations. Calcutta and Bengal were being politically 
mobilized under the CPI (M), of which Dutt was still a supporter. 
The Deshhitaishi, in addition, carried long stories of the October 
Revolution, particularly on its golden jubilee, discussing Lenin’s 
(and a number of other leaders’) life and political trajectories, Mao 
Tse Tung and the Chinese Revolution, with Vietnam being the topic 
of the day. In 1967–1968, there are close to 50 double spreads with 
descriptions of the war in Vietnam, with sketches from a number 
of Indian artists and a day-to-day reportage. There is no issue that 
did not carry the story of the revolution.

The mainstream newspapers covered the protests with 
their own bourgeois suspicion regarding communists and chaos, 
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but sometimes referring to a mild statement by the prime minister 
and other dignitaries on Vietnam that the time had come to end 
colonialism in all its forms. Things came to a headway with the 
visit of Robert McNamara. Hundreds of people gathered at the 
airport to protest against his arrival where the mounted police, in 
trying to disperse the crowd, opened fire and injured the protesters. 
The next day McNamara was met with an even larger number of 
protesters in front of the United States Information Centre. Once 
again, the police and the protesters engaged in a tussle leading to 
deaths and injuries. All the newspapers, those affiliated to the Left 
as well as the mainstream ones, carried headlines and details of the 
clashes. The double game the Indian state was playing by not con-
demning the USA on Vietnam and to host the ex-secretary of state, 
Robert McNamara, was proof to show that the state had compro-
mised heavily on its non-alignment solidarity which Vietnam, that 
was fighting an extension of anti-colonial wars, deserved. It became 
an apt moment to establish a Left international solidarity, with the 
Left parties and their wide-scale popular support taking a position 
against what they had already denounced as the bourgeois state’s 
stand for the USA and as an international hypocrisy. Coming out 
of such a charged public sphere, Invincible Vietnam was the topic of 
the day and represented a genre of Indian political theatre, which 
does not draw analogies of one post-colonial nation with the other 
through depictions of its liberation struggle but offers solidarity and 
support to movements which hold out promises of egalitarianism. In 
these circumstances, it represented a triadic relationship between 
theatre in India, the experience of Vietnam and GDR’s decision to 
support and import the performance.

GDR AND THE PUBLIC DOMAIN
The notion of the theatrical public sphere is more complex in the 
context of the GDR, foremost because of the socialist system and 
its dialectical relationship to a civil society. The situations in India 
and the GDR, in the context of the citizen, are dissimilar. In India, 
what was seen as an active and visible public sphere, covering 
a large range of political, social and economic issues, with Left 
mobilization and the socialist imagination foregrounded, was, as 
Nirja Gopal Jayal (2013, 7) would argue, a public display of angst 
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and anger for not fulfilling promises of social citizenship. A notion 
of social citizenship and justice was only possible through an equi-
table distribution of material wealth and extensive social welfare, 
which could make Indian democratic practices a reality. Protection 
of private property and prioritizing interests of the middle class, 
post-Independence India systematically eroded the principles of 
social justice and social citizenship, particularly in compromising 
on positions which were related to inequalities, widely referred to 
discriminating on the basis of class, caste, religion and gender. The 
socialist countries, particularly the GDR, were seen as being able to 
fulfil notions of social citizenship by offering housing, jobs, educa-
tion, health and all other benefits socialism could offer though, as 
Jayal (2013, 15) points out, that came at the cost of civil citizenship.

In the context of the public realm and the actual physical 
spaces in the cityscape, which were regarded as sites of congre-
gations, there are some significant methodological perspectives 
from the scholars writing in the publications I have cited earlier. 
Alfred Rider, in the final concluding essay (Babiracki and Jersild 
2016), refers to the cityscape, particularly the ornamental city cen-
tres, of the ex-socialist countries to illustrate metaphorically what 
Balibar would read as the phantom public sphere. The destruction 
and subsequent post-war reconstruction, he argues, tried to re-
envisage a cityscape according to socialist realism to memorialize 
and consecrate the liberation of these countries by the Red Army. 
For the GDR, the historical anomaly of liberation also meant a lib-
eration from its own armies. In the same vein, as Richter’s (2016) 
references to the city landmarks show, it also implied building 
memorials of dead soldiers, statues of Left icons with even army 
generals being consecrated in town squares, streets and public 
spaces. These, according to Richter, were now replanned to host 
celebrations of anniversaries of national liberation and socialist 
revolutions by showcasing military might and curated ensembles of 
dance and pageantry. Babiracki (2016, 87–96), writing on Warsaw 
between 1957 and 1964, reads the city as a Bakhtinian chronotope 
but dystopic and describes how public congregations, dialogues 
and conversations were moving from public sites into youth clubs.

In relation to the GDR and its cities—Berlin, Leipzig or 
Rostock—there were similarities but also discordant notes in the 
cityscape so reminiscent of the socialist world, as Richter lays out 
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without making local or specific distinctions. Rostock particularly 
being a maritime city is dominated by its sea line. The sea-facing 
facade remains as a replica of the city’s medieval and early modern 
history though the theatre building is a relatively modern architec-
ture. In the analysis of the public domain and its characteristics, 
I argue that the theatre played a similar role to the clubs, but in a 
more public fashion and all actual efforts to reduce it into a ‘party-
minded socialist’ institution could never be completely realized as 
no normative formula could be constructed and, more importantly, 
implemented in actuality. What has been suggested as a party or 
state-controlled theatre is always defied by the difficulties to con-
tain theatrical signifiers, theatre institutions and its people both 
from inside and outside.

Since theatre in the GDR or socialist countries could not 
indulge in sheer formalism or inane entertainment, devoid of rel-
evant content in relation to socialism, it became the most important 
cultural manifestation to explore tensions between ideals and real-
ity. Kyrill Kunakhovic (2016, 2017) describes the career trajectory 
of Karl Kayser, very similar to Perten, as the long-term intendant 
of Leipzig Theatre and a committed communist party member, as a 
comparable micro-history. Through his example we are made aware 
of the hybrid nature of theatre and how it often deviated from offi-
cial lines to stay relevant and effective. Kunakhovic describes how 
Kayser resisted socialist realism and imports from the USSR and 
continued to adopt European drama and those like Arthur Miller. 
He was also influenced by Polish theatre and the smaller spaces of 
more experimental drama to open the cellar theatre in Leipzig. He 
adopted agit prop from the USSR and when the criticality of the 
1980s came upon the socialist world, introduced Mikhail Shatrov, 
Chinghiz Aitmatova and Mikhail Roshchin into the GDR theatre 
with an advocacy of aesthetic openness but political criticality. 
Kunakhovic (2016, 150, quoting Kayser from ‘Gute Leistungsarbeit’, 
7–8) sees in such work the seeds of a self-reflexive criticality that 
would, as put by Kayser, ‘abandon all whitewashing, half-truths 
and empty decorations and instead illuminate the contradictory 
process of our lives’. It is this self-criticality which he then argues,

In Leipzig as in Moscow, such works unleashed a flood of open 
political debates that proved impossible to rein in. Above all, 
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the small intimate venues that Kayser developed at the ST, 
provided space for public gathering and conversation, becom-
ing ‘niches’ of civil society in the GDR. (Kunakhovic 2016, 152)

Stories of the GDR theatre are replete with such histories which 
challenged, resisted, asserted and negotiated to make theatre a 
vibrant space of debate and discussions. Barthel and Perten were 
both known for their commitment and engagement to find new 
texts and new idioms and were shrewd administrators. Perten, as 
the director of the Rostock theatre at that time, was known to be 
an ardent advocator of international collaborations and adapted a 
number of Latin American plays in the GDR, in addition to Peter 
Weiss, Rolf Hochhuth and others. The preoccupation with Europe, 
which dominates scholarship on the socialist countries, leaves out 
these important connections with the non-aligned world or the 
Global South and efforts to form alternate networks of community, 
maybe even challenging its transnational entities.

What is significant in the early 1960s is the guiding impulse 
for dialogues, which were based on socialist ideological grounds and 
their efficacy among the audiences. The GDR theatre had a large 
public acceptance with almost 16 million as an audience attending 
theatres out of a population of 17 million (Nagy, Phillippe, and 
Rubin 2008, 348). The reviewer in the Theater der Zeit wrote:

Seldom have I attended a theatre performance where all 
members of the cast devoted their talents with such strength 
of feeling and determination to a play as happened at the 
premiere of the documentary drama ‘Invincible Vietnam’ at 
the Volkstheater. Small wonder that the flame of solidarity 
with the heroic people of Vietnam, sparked off on the stage, 
spread to the whole of the audience. What reaches us in the 
daily reports and information on the war and the sufferings 
in that ‘distant land’, becomes in this production, with this 
play, living reality. The dramatic means of the theatre are 
employed here to stir people’s feelings and to present them 
from possibly accept things; the spectator is made to face a 
decision which he cannot escape. This is not a comfortable 
evening, no run-of the mill theatrical event. The produc-
tion provokes hatred and a feeling of sympathy. It leaves 
the spectator with the conviction: Vietnam concerns us all. 
(Gebhardt 1967)
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The collaboration then was expected to initiate complex mediations 
to explore the potentials of connecting people to people.

Hans-Martin Künz, in his monograph Schaubühnen der 
Öffenlichkeit, while writing on Dutt’s work with the yatra, the popu-
lar theatre of West Bengal and his political theatre, also devotes a 
short section to Invincible Vietnam and, in particular, three German 
newspaper reviews. Despite the absence of free press in the GDR, 
the reviews were contrary to each other. Neues Deutschland (1967, 
quoted in Künz 2017, 82–83) in a complementary vein reported the 
play as ‘a flaming appeal for peace and humanism, as a morally 
destructive indictment against misanthropic US imperialism and 
as a song of praise for the heroism of the Vietnamese people’. The 
Ostsee Zeitung was rather dismissive about the play text not being 
up to German standards and attributed it to the inexperience of the 
playwright. The West German newspaper, Der Spiegel, highlighted 
the anti-US stance, and in the Cold War environment, a critical 
focal point, shedding light on what was deemed as significant in 
the play’s perspective. (Künz 2017, 82–83).

In the Utpal Dutt Foundation archive in Kolkata, I unearthed 
the DDR Review (1967, No. 10) reporting on the collaboration and 
making two pertinent points: first, the intention behind inviting 
Invincible Vietnam was to understand the liberation war in Vietnam 
from perspectives other than as an American tragedy, as was the 
dominant narrative in the West, and as an event that an Asian direc-
tor would know better; and second, to create public consciousness 
about Vietnam. The article mentions that before starting rehearsals, 
they were in touch with the mission of the National Liberation Front 
of South Vietnam in the GDR. Photos and newspaper reportage of 
the event, on which the play was based, were collected and read to 
help the sceneries and  costumes. Documentaries were shown to the 
cast and a student, Trans Duc Hiep,10 was consulted and the trade 
unions were invited to watch the dress rehearsal. The article makes 
the further claim that while the programme was on, the monthly 
donation to the Vietnam Solidarity Fund increased fourfold (DDR 
Review 1967, No. 10).

This line of cultural exchange stopped around the late 1960s 
and throughout the 1970s, there was no overture from the GDR 
to Dutt. The 1970s (like the 1960s) in India were turbulent times 
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leading to open antagonism, with theatre taking on a very strong 
oppositional stance to the Emergency of 1975–1977. Dutt’s plays 
were banned and censured but he continued to play a significant 
role against the state’s hegemony. Meanwhile acting in the film 
industry, Dutt had also attained a nationwide popularity and 
stardom. The next encounter with the GDR would only come in 
the mid-1980s when he travelled with his troupe and a play on the 
Indian rebellion of 1857 to the theatre festival in the GDR.

REVIVING THE IMAGINATION OF 
INTERNATIONALISM IN THE ‘PERMANENT 
REVOLUTION’ IN VIETNAM
In the 1960s, the term ‘internationalism’ and what it entailed still 
reverberated in cultural practices though deprioritized from the 
larger political and economic debates. With socialism established 
and consecrated as one-state socialism extending to one-region 
socialism (Eastern Europe) and its ensuing containment policies, 
the principles of internationalism had been marginalized to a large 
extent and the gap between imagination and reality were widening. 
It is not mere idealism, however, to attribute theatrical imagina-
tion of internationalism inherent in socialism, in the collaboration 
and particularly in the play and the performance of a revolution in 
Vietnam, depicting the heroism of the peasants and the proletariat.

The play and the collaborative process in many ways fall back 
on the vision of internationalism, which opposes imagining the social-
ist country as a mere nation or, as it would subsequently become, 
claustrophobic spaces of nation creating frontiers. The period under 
discussion was, therefore, when new possibilities of a ‘re-unification 
of European socialism was indeed possible as was perhaps a revival 
of Marxism in its original vision (and a return to the thesis of the 
Communist Manifesto), whereby ‘the Communists do not form a 
separate party … (they are) the most advanced and resolute section of 
the working-class parties of every country’. Instead, laments Balibar, 
it ‘brought about their irreversible antagonism, their instrumentali-
zation by the politics of the blocs, and the radical impossibility of 
combining the idea of European unification with a politics of class 
even a simple social politics’ (Balibar 2004, 91). To Balibar’s argu-
ment regarding Europe, I would bring in the world at large. In 1967, 
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the year of the production, the world was moving into the protests 
of 1968, which Balibar again reads as a moment of lost possibility 
and the inability of the Eastern European nations to reach out for an 
international dialogue. I read into this lost possibility, which could 
have marked the idealism of internationalism, the coming together 
of the symbolic and the real through the staging of Vietnam, which 
lies at the centre of the collaboration, and maybe also a lost moment 
when dialogues mediated by theatre could bring back the much-
needed conversations among the workers and peasants of the world.

The story set in Vietnam, however, is also not contained 
within Vietnam as a nation-state but incorporated as reaching out 
to the socialist world per se. We learn of the unconditional sup-
port given to Vietnam by all the socialist states in the world and 
a solidarity which is based on a deep comradeship. These are not 
exhibited through aid or help in any militaristic sense but depicted 
with food and medical provisions, not forgetting the little luxuries of 
life such as coffee and cigar from Cuba or cigarettes from the USSR.

The pulse of internationalism is, however, more apparent 
in the unique and recurrent reference to the people, workers and 
peasants of the USA. While suffering the terrible attacks and tor-
tures, there is always the redemption for the poor and the common 
people of the USA and the constant reminder that this is the war 
against the state and government of the USA and not its people. 
Amongst the American soldiers there is a radio operator of Afro-
American origin, who silently watches the oppression, incited by 
rabid racism, which is being inflicted on the Vietnamese people. His 
job is to operate the radio and maintain communication with other 
battalions. He sits at the back and as a duty-bound soldier, observes 
all silently but continues to do his job. The radio message to be sent 
for fresh military provisions could destroy the guerrilla strategy, 
but it does not deter him from continuing to help the US Army. His 
instrumentalization in the circumstances is paradoxical as he is 
also subjected to racist abuse by his superiors. At the end, when the 
American soldiers are being led out as prisoners, he turns around 
to Truc and pays his respect: ‘You are incomparable. There is no 
defeat for Vietnam’ (Dutt 1995, 213).

The more dramatic and poetic expressions of international 
solidarity are in the tributes which Dr Vinh pays during his torture 
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to Walt Whitman. In his audacious efforts to thwart the Americans, 
he opens with Whitman’s tribute to Asia. The poem becomes the 
background to his torture when he admits to be in collision with 
the revolutionaries, thus inviting retribution and use of poisonous 
gas blinding him while he continues reciting lines from Whitman 
to keep the morale up and build on the drama. Intercepting his own 
recitation, he pays tribute to the American citizens who were coming 
out in large numbers to convey support for Vietnam and demanding 
the withdrawal of the US Army, particularly Norman R. Morrison, 
who immolated himself in Washington. Before collapsing from the 
pain and agony, in a robust gesture, Dr Vinh moves candidly from 
Whitman to Hu, the Vietnamese poet.

‘My Vietnam, a strange country—

Children are fighters—heroes

Flowers and Fruits are war weapons.’ (Dutt 1995, 202)

The underlying principles of internationalism, both in the text of 
the play and the nature of the interaction, resonate more with the 
idealism of socialism, focusing on workers and peasants across 
three countries, mediated by theatrical labour engaging artists, 
audience and many others involved in the process beyond the 
state apparatus. Vietnam in reality and the dramatic imagination 
is representative of the Asian peasantry as a whole—disciplined, 
strategic, visionaries, commonsensical and in no way unequal to 
its European counterpart. Unlike a number of Marxist thinkers, 
who spoke on internationalism including its original formulator, 
Trotsky, internationalism is not only conversation and solidarity 
amongst the proletariat of the advanced nations but also the Global 
South which was attaining independence from colonial rule. For the 
Indian and other post-colonial nations, the dangers of the nation 
and state ideologies were as dangerous as for the socialist countries 
and internationalist dialogue was the need of the hour.

In this hour of dual needs, both for the socialist and post-
colonial worlds, emerged an imagination of internationalism, which 
included the very critical category of race and if the decolonized 
nations were to be included in the vision, this was something 
which could no longer be omitted. Here the post-colonial nations, 
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be it Vietnam or India, had something critical to contribute. Silsby, 
albeit dismissively, refers to the Soviet version of ‘Black Belt theory’ 
of internationalism, which linked ‘African-American experiences 
to the suffering of Soviet ‘national minorities’ under the Tsarist 
regimes (Silsby 2017, 47). Literally borrowing from Lenin’s article 
in Pravda, he explains: ‘A history of extended physical and psychic 
pain that extended beyond mere economics and that was system-
atically exerted on the Russian serf and American slave, became 
a means of transferring the memory of enslavement’ (Silsby 2017, 
48). What is worth looking at is the focus on experiencing a common 
embodied suffering and pain, which points at an ongoing dialogue 
and actual performative relations through visceral feelings of pain 
bringing different people together. In the 1960s, for a world recov-
ering from both Nazi and colonial racial discrimination, this was 
an important starting point of communication and dialogue which 
could in many ways reach out to people all over the world with 
empathy and the mutual experience of pain. In such a paradigm, 
the contributions from the Indian text and the theme of Vietnam 
had a lot to contribute. Performing pain is an important discourse 
in the discipline of theatre and performance studies, which draws 
people together by the mediation of the phenomenological bodies. 
The Vietnamese revolutionaries were performed by Indian and 
German actors and the audiences in both these countries were 
anticipated to experience the visceral feeling which circulates and 
reaches out to the one who suffers.

SEEKING COLLABORATIONS ON IDEOLOGICAL 
GROUNDS
The collaboration and debates around the play text, as I have tried 
to argue, are contrary to the macro-historical narratives of recent 
scholarship on Cold War which views the ‘First’ and the ‘Second 
World’ cultural practice from an exclusive Eurocentric perspective. 
Such scholarship regards all performance practices in the socialist 
countries as a derivative manifestation of political, economic and 
cultural state policies, further designed, controlled and dominated 
by the USSR with no autonomy of their own. Defining their scope 
as such restricts any reference to non-aligned countries of the 
Global South like India and possibilities of exchanges which are 
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outside such restrictive frameworks. The collection of essays edited 
by Balme and Szymanski-Dull (2017) and Babiracki and Jersild 
(2016), which I have mentioned earlier, emerging out of sponsored 
academic projects play into the binaries of socialism and democracy 
and are premised on the fact that the end of socialist state powers 
reflects the triumph of capitalism. The histories such scholarship 
depicts through case studies illustrate an already framed critique 
of ‘dominance without hegemony’,11 a term I borrow from the subal-
tern studies historians, and the performance practices are nothing 
more than its manifestation. Some of the tensions in such control- 
dominant models are sometimes pointed out to show the heroism of 
the individual artists. Actual performance histories and the prac-
tices they engage with are far more complicated and the contradic-
tions, however rare, need to be highlighted, and Invincible Vietnam 
may easily be read as an apt example to represent the alternatives.

Balme and Szymanski-Dull (2017), particularly in contextu-
alizing theatre or performance practices, prioritize ‘transnational-
ism’ rather than seeing them as being global in their scope. The 
chosen term ‘transnationalism’, quoted from Kiran Klaus Patel, is 
defined as ‘transnational constellations, where the nation contin-
ues to play an essential role’ (Balme and Szymanski-Dull 2017, 3). 
Unlike the USA and examples from Western democracies where the 
nation is an apt entry point, for the socialist countries, as pointed 
out by Balibar, the nation-state framework was their greatest weak-
ness and anomaly. According to Balibar, it moulded post-revolution 
countries into the nation-state framework, which remained a con-
tradiction in terms (Balibar 2004). If the nation-state framework 
was not the obvious premises for a socialist-cultural imagination, 
then the inherent coercion would show signs of the struggle and 
still carry some residuals of the revolution and its memory, which 
questions and also challenges the very nation-state compromise 
and reveals it as a contradiction in terms.

In macro-historical terms, the period under consideration 
here, 1966–1967, would be attributed to Nikita Khrushchev and 
his attempts to open up relations between the USSR and the world, 
as a departure from Stalin’s containment visions which lay at the 
root of debates between socialism in one state/region (or Great 
Leap) vis-à-vis a permanent revolution. This phase, starting off 
with Khrushchev and Bulganin’s visit to India in 1955, not only 
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ensured a long-term friendship between India and the USSR, and 
in extension the other socialist countries, but it also enabled the 
shift towards state-level exchanges. Cultural products coming out 
of state-level exchanges are usually through artistes who comply 
with the state and showcase the essentialist national character 
amid celebration and pageantry. The carnivalism of such sites 
is suspect, as Baz Kershaw tells us, following the ritualistic and 
cathartic manifestations where the political is submerged and no 
creative configuration emerges between the symbolic and the real 
in the performance (Kershaw 1999, 107).

Political creativity with its agonistic potential in theatre or 
the theatrical public sphere was matched in occasional repertoires 
such as Invincible Vietnam. This particularly so, as I would like to 
argue, in the absence of an active civil sphere, as a powerful institu-
tion creating its own theatrical public sphere, which gave theatre 
in the socialist countries its vibrancy and self-criticality. Micro 
theatre events rarely follow state cultural policy dictates except in a 
nominal form and assert plurality in cultural practices. Balme and 
Szymanski-Dull’s histories dwell on some of these occasional exam-
ples of tensions and defiance by the artists and hard negotiations, 
which are often a two-way process, for example, Helene Weigel’s 
negotiation with the SED (Barnett 2017) and Sokorski’s with the 
Polish authorities (Szymanski-Dull 2017) or Paul Robeson’s third 
visit to the USSR, where he makes a critical allusion to the state 
as compared to his earlier euphoria (Silsby 2017). What is totally 
missing is Balme’s own former formulations of the theatrical public 
sphere which, I have argued, played a role agonistic to the larger 
public sphere, critiquing autocratic dominance and various efforts 
to ‘phantomize’ it. Given that particularly in the GDR there was a 
large theatre-going public and audience, the passivity or invisibi-
lized presence attributed to them is suspect and anomalous.

The theatrical dialogue enabled by Invincible Vietnam and 
many others reveal these contradictions and anomalies at vari-
ous moments in Indian and GDR histories, where the political is 
equal to realizing the potentials of the socialist imagination and 
its ideological foundations vis-à-vis the reality of the nation-state’s 
dominance. This is what kept the GDR and Indian political theatre 
vibrant and charged up.
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Scholars like Balibar read in the national–international-
ism dichotomy one of the reasons for the downfall of state social-
ism and lost possibilities. He poses the pertinent question of how 
internationalism could have penetrated through the constrictions 
of the nation-state structures, making a reference to Antonio 
Gramsci, ‘Gramsci without allowing himself to be deceived by the 
Marxist ideology of the “end of state” diagnosed this weakness by 
showing that the type of state constructed by the Bolsheviks were 
incapable of hegemonising “civil society” that is stimulating to its 
self-organization’ (Balibar 2004, 81). On another occasion, he also 
points out that recent scholarship is based on the premise that state 
socialism had no civil society. If it did, and that is what I have tried 
to argue through theatre in the public realm, then engaging with 
civil society opens up ways for writing performance histories which 
in turn allow us to address critical debates between nationalism 
and internationalism, and direct one to rethink critically of the 
gaps between ideals and reality. In the absence of a substantial 
archive, it is therefore more urgent to research, reconstruct and 
write on such micro-events, particularly as Balibar points out that 
the downfall of state socialisms could not create a unified Europe. 
Instead, it actually created a historical continuity from the Cold 
War eulogization of nation-states to the recent xenophobia and an 
aggressive nationalism based on racism, closing of borders and 
populism not only in Western Europe but also in the rest of the 
world (Balibar 2004, 98–100). The genre of performance cultures 
and histories, which believed in an inclusive world of dialogue 
and communication, is the need of the hour, not only for cultural 
memories but also for continuing with that genre of performance 
practices in a world where state-sponsored populist cultures are 
being propagated by conservative despotic regimes across the world.

CONCLUSION
The case study of Invincible Vietnam and the entanglement between 
India and the GDR, against the backdrop of the Cold War or trans-
national constellations of cultural practices, is an aim to explore 
exceptions and does not fit into the overarching macro-cultural 
histories. It may have been then, and also now, ‘ineffacious’ (Fischer 
and Katsouraki 2017, 18) in the larger scheme of themes, but as I 
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have tried to argue, critical and significant because it challenges the 
uncritical adoption of nation-state frameworks to study Cold War 
cultures. The very fact that the performances happened substanti-
ates Balibar’s reference to possible lost alternatives to nation-state 
framings. Theatrical events or theatrical public spheres operate 
within the larger public sphere and manifest tensions and anxieties 
inherent in them. In this context, I have also tried in this chapter 
to read internationalism as inclusive of the Global South, the newly 
emerging post-colonial nations, which were working out their own 
priorities in terms of democratic practices, socialist principles and 
civic and social citizenship, whereby solidarities with socialist coun-
tries strengthened oppositional voices. The fragmented archival 
material recovered for this purpose, particularly around the play 
and its staging, has allowed for realizing the abstraction of inter-
nationalism into lived material conditions of theatre history. To 
ignore this history, as I argue, is actually to deny the very concept 
of entanglements of its complexities. By drawing our attention to 
a dialogue across continents on themes of a revolutionary war in 
Vietnam, this chapter has tried to unravel exactly these complexi-
ties which offer the potential of engaging with theatrical imagina-
tion outside the simplifying ambits of nation-state frameworks.

NOTES
1. While numerous German texts were imported into India in the 

post-independence phase, there were very few and rare Indian con-
temporary texts which were adopted and performed in the GDR. 
Germany, of course, has a long history of interest in ancient Indian 
texts, particularly in the German discourse around Orientalism.

2. Organized under the title KuBa (Kurt Barthel)-Archiv (under the 
holding Literaturarchiv) of the ADK Archives, Berlin. For files 
related to Invincible Vietnam specifically, see files KuBa 389, KuBa 
577 and KuBa 579.

3. Entsendung einer Delegation der ‚Kleinen Theatergruppe Kalkutta’ 
unter Leitung von Utpal Dutt in die DDR, 1965–1968, DR 1/18785, 
BArch, Berlin.

4. In another essay on the centenary of the October Revolution, I 
have tried to argue that there always remains the gap between the 
imagination of the revolution and the reorganization of the state 
under the dictatorship of the proletariat, particularly in terms of 
the USSR (Dutt 2019).
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5. Dutt’s works from the early 1960s were influenced by the GDR and
USSR theatre aesthetics. His earlier production Kallol, which ran
for four years, bore strong similarities with the Soviet production
of Optimistic Tragedy, which he had seen in a previous trip to the
USSR. He had also seen a number of plays in the GDR and always
remained enthusiastic of experiments in the theatre there.

6. The Naxalbari revolt refers to an armed peasant revolt in 1967,
in West Bengal. India. It was led by local tribal and radical
Communist leaders and led to the split between the CPI (ML) and
other legitimate left parties in 1969. The leaders’ ideologues were
inspired by the Chinese revolution (1949) and the Vietnam War.

7. Dutt and his theatre group, the Little Theatre Group, had taken
lease of the Minerva Theatre in Calcutta, Beadon Street. The
political controversies and losses incurred huge debts, and they
abandoned the theatre in 1969.

8. Robert MacNamara served as the United States Secretary of
Defense between 1961 and 1968 and played a major role in
escalating the US involvement in Vietnam. In the face of losses
in Vietnam and growing pressure from the public at home, he
resigned to become the president of the World Bank. He was visit-
ing Calcutta in his capacity as the president of the World Bank.

9. The Deshitaishi (weekly) and People’s Democracy (weekly) were
newspapers of the Communist Party of India (Marxist). After the
split in 1968, the CPI (ML) published their own organ, Deshabrati
(weekly).

10. Tran-Dec Hiep was a Vietnamese student, living in Vietnam, who
was called in to advise and consult during the rehearsal process.
Subsequently, GDR also took the initiative to host Vietnamese
students and workers for education and training.

11. ‘Dominance without hegemony’ according to the subaltern histo-
rians, particularly Ranajit Guha, is a paradox, which marks the
difference between the ex-colonial states and the metropolitan
bourgeois states, which could claim to dominate with hegemony,
where persuasion outweighed coercion. It could also be applied to
the socialist states to a certain extent.
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