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Born in Kerala in South India, Roysten Abel graduated from the national school of drama in 1994 before going to apprentice with the 
Royal Shakespeare Company. He returned to India in 1995 and founded the Indian Shakespeare Company. In 1999 he devised and directed 
Othello: A Play in Black and White, his first original work. It went on to win The Scotsman’s Fringe First Award in Edinburgh and has since 
toured extensively around the world. The national and international recognition following this success lead to a spate of original works 
produced in India and Europe. Abel began to collaborate with out of work street performers – including magicians, jugglers, imperson-
ators, snake  charmers, acrobats, musicians and puppeteers – and was invited to devise and direct a play about the Italian film maker 
Federico Fellini in Fellini’s hometown Rimini. In that same year he returned to India and created The Spirit of Anne Frank, a play starring 
the biggest female stars in the country. This was followed by his first foray into film with the feature Othello. A major turning point came 
when he discovered the joy of creating theatre with musicians. He went on to make two major productions, The Manganiyar Seduction 
and A Hundred Charmers, which have both travelled the world to great acclaim. A third part to the Manganiyar Trilogy, The Manganiyar 
Express, is currently in rehearsal and Abel is also in the process of setting up a state of the art school for the Manganiyar children, which 
he hopes will be open by 2020.
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THE MANGANIYAR CLASSROOM
MONDAY 6 & TUESDAY 7 MARCH 
PRESENTED BY MELBOURNE RECITAL CENTRE, BY ARRANGEMENT WITH ARTS PROJECTS AUSTRALIA 
IN ASSOCIATION WITH ASIA TOPA & ARTS CENTRE MELBOURNE

ABOUT THE DIRECTOR OF THE MANGANIYAR CLASSROOM, ROYSTEN ABEL:

A NOTE FROM MELBOURNE RECITAL CENTRE’S DIRECTOR OF ARTISTIC PLANNING, MARSHALL MCGUIRE:
Welcome to this unique, joyous and inspiring Asia TOPA presentation of The Manganiyar Classroom. I’m excited about this project because 
it follows on from the utterly seductive, enchanting, joyous, original and marvellous The Manganiyar Seduction that was presented at 
Melbourne Festival in 2011. This new show from Roysten Abel celebrates the origins of this story telling tradition – the young boys who 
are destined to be the keepers of the flame, the storytellers of the future, the holders of the tales and traditions. It’s also about a group 
of naughty boys being naughty boys, provoking and challenging their teachers, alongside some truly visceral, passionate and powerful 
singing. It made me laugh and it made me cry and it made me think about how we keep stories alive through music, and how important 
it is to share these stories around the world, bringing us all a little bit closer together.



I heard the Manganiyar children for the first time in 2005 when I went to engage with their elders (when working on The Manganiyar 
Seduction). I find the music of the Manganiyar’s is the most haunting music and there is something about it that always draws me 
in. After listening to a few songs from the elders, they insisted that I listen to their children. There were about 10 boys, and when they 
opened their mouths the voices that came out were celestial to say the least. It was one of the best sounds I had ever heard. I felt an 
almost physical pull towards the music and it stayed with me for days. I thought to myself that I should look at exploring a Manganiyar 
boys choir.

Almost eight years later, Gayathri Krishna from Bhoomija trust asked me if I could create a choir of Manganiyar boys for the Jackfruit 
Festival in Bangalore. I agreed and returned to the Jaisalmer to see those brilliant young kids who had sung for me in 2005. They all 
came to meet me but I could not recognise them. They had lost the spark in their eyes and had become timid adolescents with
absolutely no confidence. I got the shock of my life to find they could no longer sing. They told me that they had gone to school for 
about seven years and had then chosen to drop out. They now faced a future of working low paying jobs. 

This metamorphosis from bright angels to washed-out, lost adolescents deeply disturbed me. I realised that these kids, who had been 
super talented and proud and who were so confident before going to school, had completely changed because of school. The basic skills 
and confidence that came with their art had been lost. I started looking at the education system and how homogenised it is and how it 
is failing to meet the needs of different communities in India. I decided that rather than just showcasing a choir, I needed to create a 
production that also talks about the issues in education. And so, The Manganiyar Classroom was born – a musical experience that is also 
a protest against the education system. In the show the kids are raising their voices against the teacher and how they’re being taught, 
challenging the system all the while they are entertaining with their songs.

I encourage you to enjoy the absolute beauty of the Manganiyar’s singing, to see some unique talent from another part of the world and 
to experience the sheer power of music through innocence. But I am also keen to ensure this compelling story is shared with the world 
– it is a topic of great concern to me.

After having worked and performed with these children for the last three years I am trying to establish a school – a state of the art 
alternative education system – for the Manganiyar children where they will not lose what they already have, yet will still gain an 
education and have exposure to the world. It’s a challenge as it is nothing that has been done before, but the process is underway.

          
Melbourne Recital Centre acknowledges the people of the Kulin nation on whose land this concert is being presented.
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