Intro to Once Upon A Time in IndiaPRIVATE 

by Bala Books

· This presentation was performed as part of an international “Festival of India” sponsored in part by India’s Cultural and Tourism boards. IsKcon actors and musicians combined with performing artists from India to do several presentations of “Once Upon a Time in India”. This script was used at the Bruno Walter Auditorium at the Lincoln Center Library for the Performing Arts on October 18th and 19th, 1985. It was sponsored by the New York Public Library and there was no admission charge.
· After this presentation, the audience was treated to a grand dramatization of the Ramayana Epic, as written and directed by Nanda Kishora dasa. But, he did not want that script to be published here. He will publish the Ramayana script himself. 

In this volume of play scripts I have reissued a script by Jaya Krsna dasa similar to the one used by ITV for the video production - “the Ramayana.”

The Artists:

Carol Birch - A well-known storyteller experienced in live media performances. Ms Birch will create a bridge between the audience and the performers for better understanding the on-stage events.

Indrani and Sukanya - This internationally known mother-daughter team of dancers has been instrumental in the revival and preservation of classical Indian dance.

The Leela Puppet Theater - The handcrafted Kathputli puppets of Gary and Mavis Gewant bring to life the humor and artistry of Rajastani puppetry.

The Musicians - Virtuoso artists Arouj Lazewal (sitar), Steve Gorn (flute) and Badal Roy (tablas) will provide the musical setting for “Once Upon A Time In India.”

The Ramayana Players - This seasoned troupe of actors has performed the epic Ramayana to audiences the world over. Their Lincoln Center performance is a condensed version of a larger script by the director, Nanda Kishora.

Bala Books - Bala Books, founded by Joshua Greene in 1977, is a non-profit organization for the preservation and propagation of India’s traditional culture for children. 

Prologue

(Colorful slide projections of photography and art flow across an upstage screen. Sitar music plays softly in the background. The Garbha Dancers, in traditional costumes, lead the last audience members to their seats, handing them programs as “Once Upon A Time In India” begins. 

The houselights dim, one “ambience” slide remains projected on the stage screen and the drummer enters, playing the mrdanga, from the rear of the auditorium. He is followed by five dancers. Carol comes down the the other aisle followed by five dancers. They climb onstage and are joined by Steve Gorn and Arouj Lazewal. The group has a rousing round of the Garbha dance with everyone singing the Sri Ram Jaya Ram song. At the end, the dancers descend the stairs, exit rear and Carol leads the audience in applause. Carol addresses the audience.)

Carol: Welcome to “Once Upon A Time In India.” (Musicians begin to play softly.) For thousands of years in India the wonders of time and the universe have been told in stories – stories sung and stories danced, stories acted out by people and by puppets, stories told in paintings and in music. The stories tell of Good conquering over Evil, of a world where every walk is a dance and every speech is a song, a world where the constant companion is the flute. 

(Steve plays a flourish on the flute. Houselights dim further as stagelights come up.)


My name is Carol, and I’m going to introduce you to some friends of mine who know all about stories from India. So, let’s get started!

    (Carol walks over to musicians who are playing the Sri Rama Jaya Rama song.) Hi, Steve! Hi, Badal! Hi, Arouj! That was wonderful! What is that song we were singing?

Steve: Hi, Carol! That’s the Victory Song of Lord Rama. Sri Ramachandra is a great hero in India and the ideal king. The people of India remember Rama, generation after generation, through songs and stories.

Carol: Ah, stories! Well, I want to hear more about that!

Badal: Lord Rama conquered the demon Ravana ...

Arouj: And he rescued his beautiful wife, Sita, from the demon army. He was helped by the monkey warrior Hanuman, and ...

Carol: Whoa! That’s going too fast! Isn’t there a simple way to learn the whole story?

Steve: Well, it’s all in a really wonderful book called the Ramayana by Sri Valmiki. This book is thousands of years old and was written in the ancient language of Sanskrit. 

 (Steve hands Carol a large volume with “Ramayana” written on the cover. She studies it for a moment.)

Carol: That is fascinating! You say it is written in Sanskrit; what exactly is Sanskrit? 

Steve: It is one of the oldest languages in the world and it is known as the language of the gods. It sounds like this:

(a taped recitation of Sanskrit verses with reverb comes  over the speakers.)
Carol: Oooh, that’s beautiful. It sounds like poetry.

Steve: It is poetry. The Ramayana is actually a poem that is 18,000 verses long!

Carol: That’s amazing!

Steve: Well, later on, we’re going to see some of that story acted out right here.

Carol: Wonderful! I’m going to leave this beautiful book here until then. (She places the Ramayana book on a wicker seat to the far side of the stage. A spotlight will stay on the book for the rest of the evening.) But, before we get to that, I have some questions. Will you tell me about your instruments?

(Steve, Arouj and Badal talk about the Indian instruments they play and demonstrate how each sounds, each time using the Sri Ram Jaya Rama melody.)
Carol: There’s that same song again! What did you say it was called?

Steve: “The Victory Song of Lord Rama.” It’s one of the most popular songs in all of India. It has simple words: 


  (He sings) Sri Rama Jaya Ram Jaya Jaya Rama. It means “victory to the great King Rama.” 

Carol: I’m going to practice that! Now, if you’ll play some more, I’ll see if my friends Indrani and her daughter Sukanya are ready to come out and show us how they tell stories by   dancing. How’s that?

Steve: Sounds good! We’ll see you later.

(Carol exits. Steve speaks to the audience introducing their musical piece. The musicians play and finish with a flourish to signal applause.

As applause fades, lights go down on the full stage and taped music for the dancers comes up. Indrani and Sukanya enter from 

opposite side of stage, spot lit. They are dressed in colorful, richly decorated saris, and perform a 4 minute Thillana duet. At the end of the dance, the dancers speak with the audience describing mudras (ways of holding their hands) and gestures in storytelling. They tell the story of “Krishna the Butter Thief” and then perform the story as a dance. Carol returns to the stage during applause. Stage lights come on.)

Carol: Thank you for that wonderful demonstration of traditional Indian dance. You dance so beautifully! How long have you been dancing to tell stories like that?

Indrani: Well, my mother was a very famous dancer. She started teaching me to dance in the Classical style of the Bharat Natyam tradition when I was five years old.

Carol: Five years old!

Indrani: Yes, and my daughter, Sukanya also started at five years of age.

Carol: Indrani has to get ready for her part in the play, the Ramayana, coming up very soon, so she has to go, but we’ll 
 talk with Sukanya for a while. 
(Indrani bows and leaves to applause led by Carol.)Sukanya, you and your mother have traveled all over the world, haven’t you?

Sukanya: Yes! We’ve been to many countries including Russia and China.

Carol: Really!? Did they like your dancing in Russia and China?

Sukanya: Oh yes. They invited us and were very exited about the story of Ramachandra.

Carol: Sukanya, have you always dressed in the traditional Indian style like your mother?

Sukanya: Yes, I’ve always lived in temples or traveled in Far Eastern countries where the women dress very modestly. Saris are quite comfortable, actually.
Carol: Well, I’ve just recently found that out but, you know, most people think that it must be very difficult to put on a sari. How long is a sari? 

Sukanya: It could be anywhere from 5 to 6 yards long.

Carol: And no two saris are the same, right?

Sukanya: There are many “styles” but each one is different.

Carol: And all hand made, too? Are they all made in the same part of India?

Sukanya: No. Saris come different parts of India using different kinds of cotton and silk cloth but many saris are also made in Africa and even Japan where they use light synthetic cloths.

Carol: Would you help me demonstrate how easy it is to put on a sari by dressing a volunteer from the audience just over the regular clothes she’s wearing now?

Sukanya: Sure.

Carol: Who is here from the college that’s never put on a sari before and would like to find out how to put on this beautiful pure silk sari from Orissa and also get to keep this sari to wear at future gatherings like this? 

(volunteer is found) Alright, we have someone. The usher will bring you up to the stage. 


 (They discuss the colors and quality of the sari. The volunteer is introduced and they show her how the sari is put on.) There, and that’s all there is to it. How does it feel? Alright, give her a big hand for being brave enough to come up here tonight! We’re also going to give her several other gifts of jewelry and clothing to go along with the sari and she will also receive a copy of the book, “the Ramayana.” Bye, now. And Sukanya, once again, thanks for being here tonight. (Sukanya leaves, applause.)



Now, just before the play begins we have a special treat for you. ( A puppet stage is wheeled on. Puppeteers are already behind stage.) Gary and Mavis Gewant are travelling all over America this year to demonstrate ancient art of Kathputli Puppet Shows. They have been making their own rod puppets and performing for over 20 years and tonight they are going to show us a circus just like the ones that have traveled throughout India for thousands of years. So, let’s sit back and enjoy it. 

    (Lights dim, applause, puppet stage is illuminated. Puppets do acrobatics, tame wild animals, etc. After the show, the stage is wheeled off, lights come on and Carol introduces the play.) That was wonderful, thank you Gary and Mavis Gewant. And now, ladies and gentleman, the Ramayana Players performing the epic drama - the Ramayana. (applause)








