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I completed my secondment at Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland 

researching folk traditions of Jews for the period of six months. The focus of my 

research was comparative analysis of Yiddish theatre in Europe and Bhavai 

performative tradition in Western India. The rationale behind placing them on the 

common ladder of analysis was the satirical and ritualistic nature of the 

performances. Both the nations, India and Poland underwent political turmoil and 

experienced making and remaking of the borders which inevitably impacted 

theatrical traditions in multiple ways. Being a student of history, I also tried to 

engage with transcultural connections and exchanges between India and Europe 

in general keeping pace with the landmark historical events. I tried to consult 

Polish archival records but I could not transcend barriers of ‘reading’ history in 

Polish, though the museum in Poland, Germany and Italy helped me a greater 

extent. Therefore, I consulted National Archives of India in New Delhi and 

Maharashtra State Archives of Mumbai for further substantial research. 

I divided the area of research in two themes to gain holistic insight of cultural 

trauma developing from the political and social upheavals. First, A Transnational 

Approach: India and Europe in the Second World War, and second, Yiddish 

language, Jewish identity, and Comparative analysis of Yiddish theatre and 

Bhavai. 

A Transnational Approach: India and Europe in the Second World War 

Jewish Refugees in India:  

The Second World War led to exodus of migration from Nazi and Fascist 

political territories of Europe to all corners of the world. India being one of the 

largest and significant colonies of the British Empire in twentieth century, Jews 

from every corner of the Europe applied for visas in India. These applicants were 

recorded under the category of ‘Aliens’ who were trying to migrate in British 

colonies like India to ensure safety and security of their lives. Besides German, 

Austrian, Polish, Belgium, Hungarian, Holland and Czechoslovakian 



 
 

nationalities, Jews from Persia, Arabia and Palestine also applied for visas and 

travelled to the land of India. In order to escape formal procedure of the grant of 

visa and residential permit in the territories of British India, many Jews applied as 

theatre artists, cabaret dancers and musicians as well. 

Jewish Relief Association was founded in 1934 and it was the only organisation 

in India devoted to the welfare of prosecuted Jews “in the name of humanity”.1 

JRA also recommended emigrants to take responsibilities of their own financial 

requirements. They also opened a special bank account with Imperial Bank of 

India, Bombay to facilitate donations from all over the world. The Council of 

German Jewry in London also assisted the works pertaining to migration and 

emigration of the Jews in India and outside. They also printed appeals for 

donations and help in newspapers like Times of India and Bombay Sentinels.  

The ‘German Jewish Question’ was seriously dealt by the British official not just 

“in the name of Humanity” but also as a part of political strategy. The 

commander Stephan King Hall expressed his desire to introduce “Refugee’s 

Stamp”, a method to regulate emigration which was also considered by other 

nations like America. He also suggested India to become part of Inter-

Government Refugee Committee. His approach to inaugurate “Refugee’s Stamp” 

was aimed at collecting fund for the settlement and repatriation of the Jews. 

According to him, these stamps could be made available by half-an Anna above 

the normal rates of postal stamps, and with the circulation of these stamp in India, 

a large fund could be collected by the government. The stamps could also be 

bought by the Postal Department of India which would definitely raise a huge 

fund for Jewish settlements in India.  

The Emigration of Jews could not escape political deliberations by both, Indian 

politicians and British officials in India. The accommodation of a foreign 

population in the regions of India was questioned on the basis of social 

acceptability, geographical suitability and economic viability as India herself was 

under the clutches of colonialism and was struggling for the independent identity 

of a sovereign nation. Besides, a faction of the Indian freedom fighters known as 

Forward Bloc made pacts with Germany and Japan in order to counter the 

imperial forces of Britain in India.2 Therefore, this intake of Jews led to another 



 
 

level of discontent and dissatisfaction as they feared that it might crumble their 

relationship with the Axis powers. Besides these political considerations, British 

Government in India also expressed serious concerns about emigration of 

defaulters and criminals which may obtain visas under the disguise of political 

uncertainties.  

Religious disturbances also attracted attention of the British Rule as Indian 

Muslims were not happy with the emigration of Jews in India. The dissatisfaction 

developed due to the Jew-Muslim riots in 1929 and the issue of Palestine. It was 

also the time when Nazi propaganda from Germany was also reaching India 

through Forward Bloc supporters and regional radio channels. Many articles of 

pro-Nazi agendas were published by the newspapers like Princely India, Our 

Berlin Letter, Bombay Sentinel, and Salar-i-Hind.3 It was also a counter reply to 

the rising popularity of communism in India. The communism was not discussed 

on the basis of its economic and political ideology but they were seen through an 

alternate popular rationality where they were perceived as anti-God. This 

perception led to flowering of anti-communist religious organisations in various 

parts of India. Hindu and Muslim religious organisations also prepared their 

groups to fight anti-God forces in Aligarh, Bombay and Lucknow.4 

The Case of Polish Children Emigrants in the princely state of Nawanagar in 

Kathiyawar region of Western India: 

After the Soviet occupation of Poland, all significant political personalities were 

detained by the Russian army. All the Jews of Soviet occupied Polish territories 

were sent to Soviet camps and prisons. It let to mass deportation of the wives of 

political leaders, children, old people and employees in various professions to the 

deserts of Kazakhstan and Siberia. Poles were sent to the collective farms Kolhoz 

for labour. In the processes of deportation and repatriation, many children were 

sent to British India in 1942. The arrival of Poles in India was not an easy process 

as arrangement for their rehabilitations were not readily arranged. With the large 

scale migration from Europe and parts of Asia in Bombay, it became more than 

difficult to arrange accommodation of Poles in India. The princely state of 

Balachadi dynasty of Nawanagar in Kathiayawar region of the Gujarat agreed to 

assist in rehabilitation of the Polish children and adults. Around one thousand 



 
 

polish children arrived in India in 1942 for the duration of war.5 Besides, many 

Polish nationals resided in India during War time-space. Two camps were 

arranged for the Poles. Children lived in Balachadi Camp in Kathiyawar under 

the care of Jam Saheb and other Poles resided in Valivade camp in Kolhapur 

region of Bombay Presidency.  

Censorship on Cinema: It was the high time of censorships in all kinds of 

communications but I would like to discuss an Italian film “the Fight for Peace” 

which was advertised in 1940 and then proscribed for censorship. The poster 

along with the name of the cinema read “Death and Dictators march hand in 

hand” was censored by the Film Censor Authority of India under 

Cinematographers Act of 1927. The central idea of the film was anti-fascist in 

nature but since it also critiqued dictatorship and imperialism, it was perceived as 

problematic and inappropriate by the Britishers to screen in India. The committee 

to analyse the film was comprised of two members; N.V. Trivedi and T.M. Kajiji 

who expressed problems with three scenes due to their excessive violent nature. 

First, they recommended to cut the scene depicting execution of three men in 

Russia. Second, remove the scene, showing brutal execution of two men in China. 

Third, discard the scene showing corpses being piled on to a lorry in China. The 

Film after these suggestions underwent another scrutiny because the whole film 

was made up of the various cuttings of the old movies and real news broadcasts. 

It was finally uncertified and designated inappropriate for the Indian masses with 

the reason that in spite of its anti-war propaganda, it ends up to be a mere attack 

against the ‘Dictatorship’.6 

Yiddish language, Jewish identity, and comparative analysis of Yiddish 

theatre and Bhavai   

The traditional and ritualistic theatres of Bhavai and Purim play developed 

around fourteenth century. With the satirical plays of Purim and Yiddish folk 

theatre, a shared cultural ethos developed among the Jews of Northern and 

Eastern European countries. Yiddish theatre emerged as a more developed and 

mature musical-theatrical performative genre in late nineteen and early twentieth 

century. Increasing mobility on the one side and forced migration due to political 

exigencies on the other inevitably spread Yiddish language and theatre around the 



 
 

world. It then did not remain a mere spectacle of performance to seek 

entertainment but it developed as a symbol of Jewish fraternity and identity which 

was essentially based on Yiddish language.  

Nineteenth century was an important phase for Yiddish language and theatre. 

Goldfaden, the father of modern Yiddish theatre in Eastern Europe with his 

rabbinical background, orchestrated an important role in writing modern Purim 

plays. He left his studies and completely devoted himself to the writing of plays 

in Yiddish. It was the time when Jews also started migrating from the present day 

France and Italy to the present times regions of Western Germany. It led to a 

considerable shift in the use of Yiddish dialect by the recently migrated Jews, as 

in the past, they always learnt language of other the nations wherever they lived 

and due to this developed regional dialects of Yiddish language. 

Hasidism, Enlightenment, and recognition of Hebrew as superior to Yiddish 

marked watershed changes. Besides, Bundism and Zionism also shaped the paths 

of Yiddish language and political movements around a linguistic identity in early 

twentieth century. Bundism is a political ideology developed by Eastern 

European middle class Jews to support Jewish workers of the political boundaries 

of Europe. This movement of Bundism stood in complete opposition to Zionism 

as they absolutely deplored the romantic objective of the return to ‘Palestine’. 

Zionism was also not less popular and they were constantly propagating their 

cultural and political agendas among Eastern European Jews. They also organised 

International Congress of Zionists where Jews from all over the world discussed 

possibility of their mighty return to the sacred land of Palestine. The clash 

between two organisations led to sprouting of many literary organisations and 

political fronts. 

In the similar time-frame of nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, New York 

became the hub of Yiddish theatre so much so that it is one of the most prominent 

centres of Yiddish theatre even in the present times. Yiddish theatre attracted a 

huge amount of investment which supplemented the growth and development of 

the art. Yiddish theatre incorporated skilled artists from different cultural origin 

which made it more relevant for the audience. It also modified and included 



 
 

different musical instruments and genres to make it more comprehensible and 

relatable to the audience from different nationalities. 

Bhavai in comparison to Purim plays and Yiddish theatre underwent different 

kinds of shifts and trajectories of time. Nineteenth century commenced with the 

rise of colonial rule in India which firmly extended its tentacles by the end of the 

century. This period witnessed watershed transformations and shifts in the 

economic and political spheres of the country, and socio-religious reform 

movement inevitably evolved a new terrain of culture in Indian society. It was the 

time when categories and categorisation of categories became important through 

vernaculars, education, print culture and colonial litigations which led to the 

emergence of a new consciousness of regional, religious, linguistic and nationalist 

identities (!) at the same time. Not only ‘new consciousness’ emerged, in fact, it 

got invented and fixed with colonial technicalities of “ethnographic state” as 

Nicholas Dirk opines. 

‘Performers’ called Bhavayas emerged as a significant entity as they were not 

only ‘entertainers’ but the companion of the village folk of the time. 

Performances of Bhavai were full of magic and rituals, which were now seen 

through the lens of ‘superstitions’ and ‘degenerated low culture’. Loud music, 

explicit use of ‘vulgar’ and ‘obscene’ words, transvestism, wandering life of the 

Bhavai performers and mass gathering of the audience to watch such ‘immoral’ 

performances, made them suspicious elements in the eyes of colonial masters. 

Soon the performative means of communications including language of the 

veshas7 was equated with the everyday language of the masses, and a deliberate 

move to eradicate such ‘immorality’ was orchestrated. 

The emergence of modern theatre companies in the second half of nineteenth 

century further ensured the decline of Bhavai popular theatre. Modern 

proscenium theatre in Bombay attracted people from all the classes of the society 

because of its professional and modern stage craft. It became a socialising place 

for the English-educated elites too where more complicated, tragic and lengthy 

plays were performed. The plays depicted ironies of modern lives in a structured 

manner of scenes and climax. The complexities of the lives were barely put 

across the audience but with more realistic stagecraft which attracted more 



 
 

audience as opposed to Bhavai. The classical plays which were celebrated literary 

creation like Naladamyanti and Harishchandra were also performed which 

catered to the needs of the audience and the time. Bhavai now appeared more 

obsolete and out-dated as these companies percolated even to smaller villages. 

Bhavai could neither attract capital investment nor could it modernise the 

structure of the performances like Yiddish theatre. Gradually the social and 

cultural space of Bhavai was taken over by the modern proscenium theatre 

companies and then eventually by the cinema. With the increasing reach of 

technology, television became essential medium of entertainment, and in this 

scenario Bhavai was merely left as a quasi-religious and cultural symbol of the 

old times.  

I am writing a research paper on Nazi propaganda in India and Indian responses 

to it. The structure of the paper was developed during my secondment. It is based 

on archival sources and literature of the time. 

In the retrospect, my visit to Jagiellonian University in Krakow was a life 

changing experience as I not only conversed with people from the other part of 

the world but I also interacted with different rationalities and worldviews. It 

opened my vision to perceive the world and enabled me to connect with other 

nationalities, ethnicities and other cultural backgrounds. I believe, such cultural 

exchanges are need of the time so that barriers of ignorance and blistered social 

conditioning can be challenged and questioned. Last but foremost, I am thankful 

to our coordinator Prof. Jennifer Edmond, and Project guides Prof. Aditya 

Mukherjee in JNU and Dr. Tomasz Bilczewski in JU for their unconditional 

support throughout the secondment. 
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