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FLIGHT FROM THE MAHABARATH
This, my last play, was written in the early 1990’s.   
It was published in an unedited version in Black South African Women: an Anthology of Plays compiled by Dr Kathy Perkins of the University of Illinois.  
Dr Paula Richman, Professor of South Asian Religions, Oberlin College, has written a critique of the play: Silence in Muthal Naidoo's "Flight from the Mahabharath:" Disrupting the Power of Categories in a South African play by Paula Richman. The article is available on my website under the heading Critique of Flight from the Mahabarath in the General Category: Theatre
I was inspired to write Flight from the Mahabarath after watching the serialised version of The Mahabharata on television. The form of my play was inspired by my love of Brecht’s Epic Theatre, Commedia dell’ Arte and my great admiration for Mary Daly.
The play looks at the Mahabharata from a woman’s point of view. The Epic form becomes a metaphor for the patriarchal society in which women function mainly as adjuncts. The characters in the play fly from the Epic into a different genre, Drama.  Their new home is the stage (as opposed to narrative).  On stage, they are involved in the process of giving form to their new reality, that is, the play. Two gay men, also wishing to escape the social conditioning that denies them their identities, join the women in creating the play. 









FLIGHT FROM THE MAHABARATH


CHARACTERS

WOMEN  
DRAUPADI, wife of the hero, Arjuna, of the Pandava clan. 
RADHA, wife of a charioteer  
SUBHADRA, Arjuna’s second wife   
KUNTHI, mother of the Pandavas, (Arujuna-Brinhannala)   
HIDIMBA, a witch
                   URVASI  (a heavenly maiden, scorned by Arjuna, who turned him into                    
              Brinhannala)
UTTARAI (Arjuna’s daughter-in-law) 
GHANDARI (mother of the Kauravas, wife of blind king Dhritarashtra) 
OTHER WOMEN
            MEN  
BRIHANNALA (formerly Arjuna)  
SIKANDI (formerly Amba in the epic)

SETTING   The stage


The Mahabharata is the epic based on the war between two powerful clans: the Pandavas, descendants of Pandu and Kunti and the Kauravas, descendants of Dhritarashtra and Gandhari. 
Vyasa: narrator of the story is the father of Pandu and Dhritarashtra. The Pandavas and the Kauravas are first cousins and rivals for power and control of Hastinapura. 







SCENE ONE
(The women come running in, helter-skelter, through the audience. They are dressed in classical Indian style: tightly draped saris, loads of jewellery, and hair bound up.  When they arrive on stage, they stand together, listening, alert, watching out for pursuers.  Once they are certain that they have not been followed, they break the silence.)

DRAUPADI:   We did it!  This is scene one of our new existence.
(There is a joyful outburst.  The women laugh and hug one another.)

GANGA:  (Prancing around the stage) This is our space.  

RADHA:   Here I can speak.  I have a voice.  In the Epic, the Mahabaratha, I was just a footnote.  (The women laugh and some embrace her.)

DRAUPADI:   We can be ourselves.  (She pulls down her tresses and then pulls off the wig that she is wearing to reveal a short, boyish hairstyle.)

KUNTHI:   Draupadi, your beautiful hair!

DRAUPADI:   You mean this wig.  This is not who I am.  I wore it in the Mahabaratha.  It was bound and decorated when I was a respectable woman, loose and flowing after I had been defiled.  Now I am whole and my hair is short because that is the way I want it.
(All the women clap and begin throwing off the shackles of their previous existences in the Mahabaratha)

GANGA:   I am so glad to be rid of this ridiculous crown and with it the crazy notion that I have to be divine in order to be a mother of a hero of the Mahabaratha. Women, I want you to bear witness.  I give up this crown and with it the enslaving tradition of motherhood!  (She flings the crown away)

KUNTHI:   Have you never wanted to be a mother?

GANGA:   Never!

SUBHADRA:   Is that why you drowned seven of your babies right after they were born?

GANGA:   I didn’t drown them.  Vyasa did.  He wrote the Epic.  Give him his due; he is a very skilful writer.  What an intriguing introduction to the epic: a woman, actually, a goddess, throwing her new born babies into the river year after year for seven years. Sensational!  I was his instrument.  I had to kill off babies that I would never have had in the first place.

SUBHADRA:   But they weren’t killed.  By drowning the babies you released their souls into the hereafter and spared them the sinful life on earth.

GANGA:   You can believe that if you want.  I am like a river, free flowing, creating my path here on Earth. (She pulls off her sari.  Underneath is a free flowing garment.  She dances around.)
 (The other women pull off various items of clothing and are revealed in shorts, jeans and other non-restrictive forms of dress.  Some women play musical instruments and others join in the dance with Ganga.  While they are prancing about, Gandhari, blindfolded, struggles toward the stage, falling and feeling her way through the audience.)
GANDHARI: (Calling out from the audience)  Kunthi, my sister-in-law, where are you?  Kunthi, can you hear me?
DRAUPADI:   What is she doing here?
SUBHADRA:   Poor woman!  Look at her crawling.  I will help her.
DRAUPADI:  (Stopping her) No she must help herself.
SUBHADRA:   But she is helpless!
DRAUPADI:   No, she is not.  She chooses to wear that blindfold.
GANDHARI:   Kunthi, where are you?
KUNTHI: (Coming to front of stage)  Here I am.  (She touches Gandhari)
GANDHARI:  (Grabbing hold of her.  Gandhari tries but is unable to enter the stage and stays in the audience for the duration of her scene) Why did you leave me?
KUNTHI:   But I explained it all to you.  I asked you to come with us.
GANDHARI:   You know I cannot.
DRAUPADI:    How did she get here?  How did she find us?  Kunthi, did you tell her? 
KUNTHI:   I had to tell her.  After all, she is a woman.
DRAUPADI:    If she wants to join us, she will have to remove that blindfold.  (She reaches out and pulls on Gandhari’s blindfold.  Gandhari screams)
GANGA:  (Pulling Draupadi away) Stop this!  Do you want to go back to the Epic? There you can force people to do what you want.
DRAUPADI:    I’m sorry, but that blindfold drives me mad. I look at it and see how she is wasting her life.
GANDHARI:   Wasting my life!  What does she mean?  How can she speak of me like that?
KUNTHI:   Draupadi is very impatient; you must forgive her.
GANDHARI:   But why does she say I am wasting my life?  I have dedicated my whole existence to my husband and my sons. I put on this blindfold to join Dhritarashtra in his blindness so that he would understand that he had a true, faithful and obedient wife. I bore him a hundred sons.
DRAUPADI:    And what about you?  What do you want for yourself?
GANDHARI:   But I’ve just told you. I want to be a good wife and mother.
DRAUPADI:   Then what do you want here?  Go back to the Epic; your husband and sons are there.
GANDHARI:   Why is she speaking so harshly to me? What have I done?
KUNTHI:   Stop persecuting Gandhari!
SUBHADRA:   Aunt Gandhari, have you come to stay with us?  Have you also decided to leave the Epic?
GANDHARI:  (Shocked) Leave the Epic?  Have you left the Epic?  Oh no!  You can’t do that.  Kunthi, you must come back.  Tell the others to come back too.  Kunthi, I beg you, come back with me.  (She clings to Kunthi)  Kunthi, you must come back!
DRAUPADI:    She’s here as an agent. Who sent you, Gandhari?
GANDHARI:   Sent me!  No one sent me.  I came on my own.  I missed my dear Kunthi.  I didn’t know you had left the Epic.  How can you do that?  Don’t you see the harm you are doing?  You are destroying a great masterpiece.
DRAUPADI:    It demeans me as a woman!  It needs to be destroyed!
GANGA, SUBHADRA, KUNTHI: If we are simply vessels for producing warriors, it needs to be destroyed.
HIDIMBA:   If I am to be a scapegoat to be sacrificed so that clans can keep their unity without resolving their real internal conflicts, then it needs to be destroyed. 
GANDHARI:  (Drawing in her breath sharply)  The witch!  Is that the witch?  Keep her away from me.  I see it now.  She has influenced you.  How can you believe her?  She is evil!  She wants to destroy the proud heritage of a whole nation.
HIDIMBA:   We have no power to destroy the Epic.  It exists in another time and space.
DRAUPADI:   So does she. (Indicating Gandhari) She doesn’t belong here.  Send her away!
GANDHARI:   I won’t go without Kunthi.  (She clings desperately to Kunthi)
KUNTHI:   I am sorry, Gandhari.  I cannot go back with you.
GANDHARI:   But why do you want this?  It cannot replace the Epic.
HIDIMBA:   We are not trying to replace the Epic. We are creating our own space.
KUNTHI:   I’m sorry, Gandhari, we have chosen what we want.  You must do the same.  Go back, if that’s what you want, but try to make some changes. This blindfold, for instance.
GANDHARI:   Are you mad?  Do you expect me to interfere with tradition?
GANGA:   Yes, we do!  We have, by leaving the Epic.  You must do what you can.
GANDHARI:   You are mad.  You are all mad.  What has happened to you?  It’s that witch or some god has cursed you.
 (All the women burst out laughing)
KUNTHI:   Don’t laugh.  She lives by the old values.  She does not understand. Gandhari, my dear sister-in-law, I am sorry but I cannot go back with you.
GANDHARI:   Oh Kunthi, this is terrible.  Perhaps I can find a god or a rishi to come back and break the spell.  I will go back.  I understand my mission now.  You are quite right.  I have to do something new.  I have to find help for all of you.  I am leaving but I will be back.  (She stumbles out the way she entered.)
SUBHADRA:   What will happen to us if she comes back with her hundred sons?
GANGA:   What if she does?  
SUBHADRA:   They could take us back!
GANGA:    Do you want to go back?
SUBHADRA:   No, I couldn’t be myself there.  I was either Krishna’s sister or Arjun’s second wife or Abhimanyu’s mother; but in myself, I was nobody.  I don’t ever want to go back.
GANGA:   Then you are quite safe.
URVASI:   But Subhadra is right!  How can we withstand a hundred men?
KUNTHI:   We have already.  We’re here, aren’t we?
SUBHADRA:   But how will we protect ourselves if they come?
DRAUPADI:   We don’t have to.  This is our space.  We decide what happens here.  Didn’t you see that Gandhari couldn’t enter here?  She couldn’t get in because she is still trapped in Epic traditions. She can’t cut herself free.  
GANGA:   We know who we are. We are out of their reach.  
RADHA:   Come on Subhadra. Your fears belong in the Epic.  This is a play, not an epic.  They can’t enter here. 
DRAUPADI:   No, they can’t.  So let’s get on with it. We have exciting times ahead of us.  
(They pick up all the clothes and accessories that they discarded.)
URVASI:   What are we going to do with all these things?  We don’t need them anymore.
UTTARAI:   Let’s burn them.  Make a huge bonfire.
RADHA:   No. We need to preserve them as reminders of the way in which we lived.  They must go into a museum so that future generations of women can see them and never repeat the mistakes that we made.
GANGA:  (Laughing) Yes, that is a wonderful idea.  As long as we are alive, we can visit the museum and remind ourselves of the ghosts we used to be.
(The women hang their clothes on a rolling clothes rail.)
DRAUPADI:    We can end scene one here.  What do you think?  (The others nod) Lights out!
(Lights fade on the women hanging up their clothes)

SCENE TWO
(Lights come up as a couple of women are moving the clothes rail to the back of the stage)
DRAUPADI:    Right, we are ready for Scene Two.  (The women gather around Draupadi)  Now this is what …
(Two men in the audience, running towards the stage, interrupt her.  One is Brihannala, the persona adopted by Arjun when in hiding in Virata during the thirteenth year of the Pandava’s banishment. Brihannala is dressed as a female dancer, wearing makeup, jewels, wig and dancer’s bells.  The other man is Sikandi, the male form of Amba in the Epic. The women gather together at the edge of the stage somewhat apprehensive)
URVASI:  (Fearfully)   Look. They’ve come for us. Subhadra was right
RADHA:   Don’t worry.  They won’t be able to get on the stage. They’re in a different genre.
DRAUPADI:   It’s my husband, Arjun, disguised as Brihannala.
UTTARAI:   Why is he disguised as a woman?  Is it a trick?
(The two men come to the edge of the stage and are about to enter)
RADHA:   Stop!  What do you want here?
BRIHANNALA & SIKANDI:   We’ve come to join you.
RADHA:  (To Brihannala) So you dressed as a woman to gain entry here?  
DRAUPADI:   Arjun, I know it is you.  Why have you adopted that awful disguise again?
SUBHADRA:   Are you trying to pass yourself off as a woman so you can deceive us and take us back?
BRIHANNALA:  We haven’t come to take you back.  If you will allow us, we thought we could join you in creating a new reality.
RADHA:   Now this is unbelievable. You, Arjun, of all people, you had the freedom to create your reality in the Epic.  You became the most renowned warrior. In addition, you became an accomplished dancer and musician. You were the darling of the gods. Krishna was your mentor and friend. What more did you want? 
BRIHANNALA:   But I wasn’t myself.
SIKANDI:   We were both victims, just as you were.  Your roles made you uncomfortable; ours did as well.
RADHA:   But what will you do here?  We have banned war.  We do not have a place for warriors.
BRIHANNALA:   I left the Epic because I am sick of war.  I am a dancer, musician and storyteller.  I want to devote myself to these arts.
RADHA:   You, the greatest living warrior!  You are prepared to give up glory, fame and reputation to be a dancer?
BRIHANNALA:   Yes.
RADHA:   Why didn’t you fight for your rights in the Epic?
BRIHANNALA:   Because it was the Epic!  I was trapped in the form.  Like you, I couldn’t get past the traditions and prejudices.  
GANGA:   We are a group of women!  Why do you want to join us?
SUBHADRA:   I can understand why Sikandi is here.  Sikandi was Amba, a woman.  Then Vyasa with a stroke of his pen turned her into this man, Sikandi.
HIDIMBA:  (To Sikandi) But if you’ve left the Epic, why have you retained your masculine form?  You have the freedom to change back!
SIKANDI:   I am not Amba; I am Sikandi and I have apprenticed myself to Brihannala. I too wish to devote myself to the performing arts.
BRIHANNALA:   If you are not comfortable having us here, we will understand and move on.
SUBHADRA:   Back to the Epic?
BRIHANNALA:   No.  We will create a Ballad or a Musical.
RADHA: (Turning to all the women) Well, what do you say?
DRAUPADI:   Let them join us.  They can’t do us any harm.  We are in our own space.
SUBHADRA:   Yes, let them join us.
GANGA:   Arjun, as you can see, your two wives are eager to have you with us.  (To the other women)  What do the rest of you say?
URVASI:   With their artistic skills, they’ll be useful in helping us with our play.
RADHA:   Look, if they are still chauvinists, they won’t be able to enter here.  That’s the test.  Let’s see if they can get onto the stage. 
GANGA:   Does everyone agree?  (Chorus of yesses.  Ganga turns to the two men.)  Come onto the stage. (The two men enter the stage.  All the women clap) Arjun and Sikandi you are welcome to join us.  
BRIHANNALA:   Please, it’s Brihannala.
(Draupadi rushes forward and throws her arms around Brihannala)
DRAUPADI:   Oh, Arjun, I am so glad you are here.  I have missed you dreadfully.  Now this place will be paradise.
BRIHANNALA:  (Extracting himself from her embrace)  Please, I am Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:  (Laughing) Yes, I can see that.  Well, go and change so that we can see my handsome warrior husband, Arjun.
(Brihannala, clearly uncomfortable, exits with Sikandi)
RADHA:   Draupadi, don’t get carried away.  Arjun was your husband in the Epic.  This is not the Epic.  You don’t have a husband.
DRAUPADI:  (Dancing about) Yes, this is not the Epic.  I am so glad.  Arjun will be my husband, my only husband.  I won’t be saddled with his four brothers as well just to satisfy Vyasa’s prurient imagination.  I love Arjun.  I love him. I love him. I love him.
RADHA: (Shaking her head) That was in the Epic!  Do you realise that are you still holding on to that life? (Turns to Subhadra)  What about you, Subhadra?  He was your husband too.
SUBHADRA: Who?  Brihannala?
DRAUPADI: Not Brihannala. That’s only a disguise.  Arjun!  Arjun!
SUBHADRA: No, he is Brihannala now.  I don’t love Brihannala. I don’t know if I loved Arjun. My brother Krishna arranged my marriage. I never knew whether Krishna was doing it for himself or for me.  He loved Arjun.  
DRAUPADI:  (Brusquely) Well, let’s forget all that now.  Now that our cast is fully assembled, we can begin.
RADHA:   But where do we begin?
GANGA:  Certainly not with me drowning babies.
DRAUPADI: We’re not competing with Vyasa.  We’re not rewriting the Mahabaratha. In the Epic, we were not real people; we were mythological characters created to fulfil other people’s needs. Here, we have moved into a new genre – drama.  We are creating ourselves and a new world that reflects us.
KUNTHI: Yes. I want a real existence, one of which I am the author. 
SUBHADRA:  How do we go about this? 
DRAUPADI: We start by telling our own stories.
SUBHADRA: What good will that do? Our stories are tied to the Mahabaratha.
DRAUPADI: That was our birth and no can choose that. We begin there and then we change our stories to reveal our new identities. Where we colluded in our own oppression, we change the circumstances to meet our new needs.
RADHA: Yes, our play will be life affirming. Not full of violence, war and victims.
HIDIMBA: (Dryly) We hope.
GANGA:  I agree with Radha. We will celebrate life; we will be creative, exciting and full of joy.
SUBHADRA: But the Epic is exciting because of violence and conflict.  I don’t see how we can make our play exciting if we exclude violence and conflict.
RADHA:   That is our great challenge.
SUBHADRA:   What if we fail?
DRAUPADI:  Screw your courage to the sticking place and we’ll not fail.
SUBHADRA: Lady Macbeth said that to incite her husband to violence. The killing of the king provided the excitement of the play.
RADHA: We’ll change that.  We can learn from Vyasa in that.  Look how he took Ganga’s drowning of the babies and turned it into a good deed. And look how he justified the killing of the Kauravas in the Bhagavad Gita.
DRAUPADI: No, no, no.  We can’t copy him.  Through his crooked logic he justified violence. Besides, in his Epic, I had to have five husbands all at the same time.  In our play I will have only one.
KUNTHI:   Draupadi is right.  Vyasa made us accept desecration and violence.
RADHA:   So where do we begin?
GANGA:  Well, I have already begun.  In my story, I will not marry and have any babies.
RADHA: You will have to go much further. It’s not what you don’t do, it’s what you do that has meaning.
DRAUPADI: Let’s begin with my story. It is also in part Kunthi’s story, since she was my mother-in-law. Now that Arjun has joined us, there are three of us to make contributions. We can always come back to the other stories and decide how to fit them all together.
GANGA: Well, women shall we begin with Draupadi’s story?
(The women agree)
DRAUPADI: (Running off) I’ll call Arjun!
HIDIMBA: (Shaking her head) She’s chasing an illusion.
SUBHADRA:  Why do you say that?
HIDIMBA:   She’s looking for Arjun.  That is regression.
KUNTHI:   Well, he was her husband.
HIDIMBA:   Was.  He isn’t anymore.  He doesn’t exist here.  Only Brihannala does.
(Draupadi comes back dragging in Brihannala who is in a karate outfit. Sikandi follows also in a karate outfit.)
DRAUPADI:   Come on, Arjun.  We need you here.
BRINHANNALA:   But I told you – I am Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:   Don’t make me laugh.  You’ve taken off that foolish fancy dress.
RADHA:   Why are you wearing karate gear?
SIKANDI:   We’ve taken up karate.  It’s a martial art but used only in self-defence and it’s good exercise. Do you want to see us perform a kata?  It’s like a dance but it’s a fight with an imaginary opponent.
RADHA:   Let’s see it. Perhaps we can use it in the play.
(Sikandi and Brihannala perform a kata.   The women applaud.) 
GANGA:   Now that we are on our own, we must all learn karate.  We won’t depend on others to defend us anymore.
RADHA:   Brihannala and Sikandi will you organise classes for us?
SIKANDI: With the greatest pleasure. You see, Bri, we aren’t out of place here.
(Brihannala looks sceptical)
DRAUPADI:   Let’s begin my story.  This will be scene three. Arjun …
BRIHANNALA:   Please, I am Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:  (Impatiently)  Yes.  Yes.  Brihannala; Partha; Dhananjaya; I know all your names, Arjun.  (Brihannala looks decidedly unhappy) Those who need to change, get into costume.  (She puts on her wig and sari) Get ready for scene three.  Lights!
 (Lights fade as they go to the rail of costumes and change for the parts they are to play)

SCENE THREE
(Lights come up on everyone getting ready for their roles.  Brihannala and Sikandi 
are helping Radha into her costume as Duryodhana)

SIKANDI:  (Eagerly)  What part am I to play?
DRAUPADI:  (Shortly)  You are not in this story.  (Sikandi looks crestfallen.)
GANGA: (Putting on mask)   I am Drupada, Draupadi’s father.  Radha, where is your mask?
RADHA   I’ve got it. (She puts on mask and jumps into the midst of the others and begins whirling around with her mace like a demon in a Kathakali drama.  She laughs a loud, raucous laugh.)  Where’s Draupadi?  I’m going to eat you alive.  (She chases Draupadi around the stage and everyone laughs)
KUNTHI:  You really love playing Duryodhana, don’t you?
RADHA:  (Taking off mask) It’s all that pent-up energy I couldn’t use in the Epic.  (Puts on mask again and wields her mace and faces up to Brihannala.  She speaks in a loud growl.)  Come on, cousin. You think you are the greatest warrior on Earth.  I’ll show you.  (She whirls her mace.  Brihannala jumps over it, slides under it and then with a few karate movements catches her from behind and disarms her.)
BRIHANNALA:   Are we portraying violence in the play?
GANGA:   We were once victims of violence. We have to deal with that but we won’t resort to new violence.
RADHA:  (Taking off mask) And we won’t glorify violence.  We are not going to have heroes and villains, and force the audience to take sides, or encourage them to adopt a punitive attitude and so stimulate a blood lust.
HIDIMBA:   But that’s what excites them. (Pointing to audience)  You can’t change that.
RADHA:   It will take time but it can be done.
DRAUPADI:   Oh, come on.  Let’s get on with it.  Who is going to be the storyteller?
SIKANDI  (Eagerly)  Let me!  Let me!  Bri has been teaching me. (He smiles at Brihannala who smiles back)
DRAUPADI:   (Annoyed) Well, I don’t know.  
GANGA:   Sikandi doesn’t have any part right now.  Let him do it.  
(Draupadi looks annoyed)
GANGA:  Let’s begin.
RADHA-DURYODHANA  (To audience)   I am Duryodhana, Prince of Hastinapura. You met my mother, Gandhari, earlier.  You know, the one with the blindfold.  I am the sworn enemy of my cousins, the Pandavas – Arjun and his brothers.  (Laughs)  So that makes me the arch villain of the Mahabaratha.
SIKANDI-NARRATOR: We begin our story of Draupadi on the day she chooses 
her husband. She has organised a huge music festival.  

DRAUPADI: No, no. It’s my swayamvara.  You see, Ganga, he doesn’t know the story.  And he’s changing it to suit himself because he’s a musician.

SIKANDI:   I thought we were creating our own story, not sticking to the Epic.
RADHA:  (Taking off mask)   That’s right.  Go on, Sikandi.  (Puts on mask again and moves about like a villain)
SIKANDI—NARRATOR: As I was saying, Draupadi has organised a huge music festival.  All the musicians, dancers and singers of the land are here to perform.  People from all over the country are attending the festival.
(Women without specific roles become musicians, singers and dancers.  They wear masks and perform.  They mime to background music because we know that they are not real musicians)
RADHA-DURYODHANA: What kind of foolishness is this?  I came here thinking this would be Draupadi’s swayamvara …  (Waits.  Looks at Sikandi.  Sikandi shrugs.  Radha takes off mask.)  Tell them  (Pointing to audience) what a swayamvara is.
SIKANDI-NARRATOR:    Oh, right. A swayamvara is an occasion when a princess chooses her husband from an assembly of noble suitors.  (Thumbs up sign to Radha)
RADHA-DURYODHANA:  (Resuming her mask)  My brothers and I came here thinking this was Draupadi’s swayamvara.  That’s what it was supposed to be.  This Woodstock thing is not in the Epic.  Be that as it may, swayamvara or not, I will get Draupadi.  With the help of my brothers, I am going to carry her off before she can make her choice.  You think that’s boorish.  No, it isn’t.  It’s part of our tradition.  Tradition allows an exceptional man simply to abduct a woman at her swayamvara and make her his bride.  And as you can see, I am an exceptional man.  
(The music and dancing become very lively and exhilarating.  Brihannala, who has been watching, spontaneously joins in and dances with the group.  Draupadi becomes very excited and applauds enthusiastically.  When the dance is over, her father, King Drupada, awards prizes to the best performers.  Then Draupadi moves forward, takes the garland from her neck and puts it around Brihannala. He takes it off and puts it back on her neck.  She then puts the end of the garland around his neck and they are yoked together.)
GANGA-DRUPADA:    My daughter, what does this mean?
DRAUPADI:   Father, this is the man I want to marry.
RADHA-DURYODHANA: (Whirls in between them with his mace) You cannot allow this.  This is not a swayamvara.  Besides, this man, my cousin, Arjun, is poor and lives a nomadic life in the forest.  I am a prince in full standing; I claim your daughter as my prize.
GANGA-DRUPADA:    My daughter, you cannot marry a poor man.  You are used to a life of luxury.
DRAUPADI:   If I cannot marry him, I will not marry at all.
RADHA—DURYODHANA:   (Grabbing hold of her arm) You are mine.  You will come with me.
GANGA-DRUPADA:   Let go of her.  As you have already pointed out, this is not a swayamvara.  If you try to abduct her, you will be committing a crime.
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   If this is not a swayamvara, she cannot choose a husband.
GANGA-DRUPADA:   Nevertheless, my daughter has made a choice.
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   You cannot ignore our customs.  She will come with me.
(The women who have been musicians, doff their masks, and surround Duryodhana)
WOMEN:   If you cannot accept Draupadi’s decision, leave this place.  We will not allow you to commit any violence here.
RADHA-DURYODHANA: (Laughs derisively)  Are you women going to stop me? 
(He wields his mace.  The women take up karate stances.  He comes to attack; they trip him and take away his mace)
WOMEN:  Now please leave.  (Radha-Duryodhana glowers at them and then begins to walk off.  One of the women runs after him and gives him his mace.  He takes it from her roughly)
WOMEN  (Shaking hands with Bri and Sikandi)  Thanks. The karate lessons really paid off.  (They resume their masks as musicians)
GANGA-DRUPADA:   (Clearing throat to remind them that the scene is not over)  Draupadi, are you certain that you want to marry this man?
DRAUPADI:   Oh yes, Father.  I have never been more certain of anything in my life. 
GANGA-DRUPADA:   Very well, I consent.  Shall I make arrangements for the marriage or will you?
BRIHANNALA:    Wait a minute, don’t I have a say in this?
GANGA-DRUPADA: Sorry, do you want to arrange the wedding?  Draupadi is such a good organiser …
BRIHANNALA:    No, no.  I don’t want to marry her.
(Everyone is surprised)
GANGA-DRUPADA:    You object?
BRIHANNALA:    Yes, I do.
(There is a bit of a stir among the musicians)
SIKANDI  (Archly)   Oh, come on Bri.  This is only a play, you know.  You’re acting a part.
BRIHANNALA:    No, we are supposed to be creating a new reality here.  But this is the same thing all over again.  I may as well be in the Epic.
SUBHADRA:   It’s not the same.  This was not a swayamvara.
BRIHANNALA:   A minor detail.
DRAUPADI:   But it is different.  You are my only husband.  I am not marrying all your brothers as well.  We two will be together all the time.
GANGA:  (Taking off mask)   Yes, we have changed the story.  Women are not ignored here.
(Bri is about to protest but Sikandi whispers in his ear and they move off, Bri still obviously agitated.  Draupadi starts to go after them but is called back.)
GANGA:   Draupadi, you’re the director.  Where are you going?  We have to prepare for the next scene.
DRAUPADI   Oh, all right.  I don’t know what’s wrong with Arjun.  He doesn’t seem to be himself.
SUBHADRA:   He’s not Arjun.
DRAUPADI:   That’s what I said. Well, I suppose this is a come down for him.  He was the hero in the epic.  Anyway, let’s get on with the next scene.  (She gives Subhadra a blindfold) Here put this on.  You’ll play Duryodhana’s mother in the next scene.  
SUBHADRA:  Gandhari!  You want me to play Gandhari?  We should have let her join us.  Then she could have played this part.
HIDIMBA:   She couldn’t join us.  She loves her blindfold too much.
GANGA:  (Calling) Sikandi!  We need you to introduce the next scene.  Radha, where’s my mask.  I am playing Dussasana now.
RADHA—DURYODHANA:   You’re playing my brother, my extremely evil brother, who wants to, but cannot match my excesses.
GANGA:   Is that a challenge?  Just watch me in the next scene; I’ll outdo you. (Gets her mask on and roars.  Radha swings her mace at her.) 
SUBHADRA:  (Calls)  Sikandi, where are you? 
SIKANDI  (Running in)  Bri is going to narrate.  He doesn’t want a part in this scene.
GANGA:   Tell him to hurry.
SIKANDI:   He’s coming. He’s just getting his guitar.  He thought he might sing parts of the narration.
(Bri comes running in with his guitar)
DRAUPADI   Why don’t you want to be in the scene?
BRIHANNALA   For the same reason that you left the Epic.
DRAUPADI   But this is different.  There is freedom here.
BRIHANNALA:  Is there?
DRAUPADI:   Well, if you aren’t in the scene, I won’t be either.   (She pulls off her sari and wig)
HIDIMBA:    Sikandi, you play Draupadi.  Get dressed. Hurry up.
(Sikandi puts on Draupadi’s sari and wig.) 
DRAUPADI  (Angrily to Hidimba) Why is he playing my part?  
HIDIMBA:   You’ll see.  You’ll see.  (Draupadi scowls)  Everyone ready for Scene four.  Lights!
(Lights fade)
SCENE FOUR
(Lights come up on Brihannala, strumming his guitar, as he introduces the next scene) 
BRIHANNALA-NARRATOR:  Despite Draupadi’s rejection of him, Duryodhana is determined to capture her.  He and his brother Dussasana  (A roar from Ganga-Dussasana) seize her while she is walking in the garden.
(Sikandi-Draupadi in Draupadi’s sari, walks about humming. She is happy and does little pirouettes. Radha-Duryodhana and Ganga-Dussasana stalk her and suddenly spring on her.  She struggles and tries to scream but Radha-Duryodhana knocks her out.  He and his brother carry her off.)
BRIHANNALA-NARRATOR:  Duryodhana and Dussasana bring Draupadi to their mother, Gandhari.
RADHA-DURYODHANA:  (Laughing) Mother, look at the bhiksha we have brought.
GANGA-DUSSASANA:  (Laughing) That’s a good one.  The Pandavas couldn’t have put it better!
SUBHADRA-GANDHARI:   Bhiksha?  Alms?  Why have you been begging for alms?  You are not monks!  At any rate, you know I can’t see, so share it with your brothers.
RADHA-DURYODHANA   (Guffawing) All my brothers?
SUBHADRA-GANDHARI:   Yes, of course.
RADHA-DURYODHANA: Well, well, well Draupadi.  This time you will have a hundred husbands, not just five.  And I am the first.
KUNTHI   (Entering the scene)  What’s going on here?  What are you doing with my daughter-in-law?
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   She is not your daughter-in-law.  She is my wife, our wife.  Isn’t that so Mother?  You told us to share her, didn’t you?
KUNTHI:  For goodness sake, can’t you be original?  Quoting straight out of the Mahabaratha and not even your lines!
GANGA-DUSSASANA:   They should have been ours in the first place.  We know how to satisfy a woman.  Your sons (Puts hand up with a slack wrist) can’t appreciate this tasty morsel.  We’ll show her a good time (To Sikandi) won’t we darling?
RADHA-DURYODHANA:  Don’t hide behind that sari.  It won’t protect you. (Radha-Duryodhana catches hold of one end of the sari and starts to pull it off.)   
KUNTHI: (Coming forward to intervene but Ganga-Dussasana wards her off) Gandhari are you going to allow this disgrace to our family.  Look at what is happening.
RADHA-DURYODHANA: (Laughing) My mother will never remove her blindfold.
KUNTHI:   Gandhari, your sons are attempting to violate my daughter-in-law.
SUBHADRA-GANDHARI:   Where is Krishna?  He helped before.
HIDIMBA:   Gods and magic tricks!  For goodness sake, this is not the Epic.  
KUNTHI:   Come on, Gandhari, stop your sons!
SUBHADRA-GANDHARI:   How can I?  I am blind.
 (As Duryodhana comes to the end of the sari, he and Dussasana are full of glee.  Sikandi hides his face with the long hair of the wig)
RADHA-DURYODHANA:  (Laughing uproariously)   In the Epic, the sari never came to an end.  (He pulls the end off  Sikandi.  Then walks around, showing off the sari. Sikandi whimpers) Behold Ladies and Gentlemen, one ordinary sari, WITH AN END.  (Leers at audience) And now for the prize.  (To Brihannala)  Hey Arjun, this is my feast!  You can have the scraps when I’m through!
GANGA-DUSSASANA:    (To Brihannala) No, when all of us are through.  All hundred brothers.  Five were never enough for her.  (Laughs)
(Brihannala makes a dash for them.  They grab hold of him and push him to the side.)
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   Stay out of this, Brihannala.  You are the Narrator remember. (Advancing on Sikandi) You’re much better off with me.  That is no man!  (He kneels on one knee before Sikandi) Now come and sit on my knee.
(Dussasana grabs hold of Sikandi by the hair, and as he plops her on Duryodhana’s knee, the wig comes off.  Duryodhana stares for a moment at Sikandi, pushes him off and jumps up in horror)
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   This is a man!  
(Sikandi sidles up to Duryodhana who pushes him away.  Everyone watching begins to laugh)
SIKANDI   (Pursing his lips, pursues Duryodhana)   Oh, baby, baby, baby.  Come to me.  I’m dying for you.
(Duryodhana and Dussasana flee from Sikandi in homophobic terror.  The women capture them and hold them down.)
WOMEN   (To Sikandi)  Come on, Draupadi.  Time for revenge.  Don’t you want these tasty morsels?
(Subadhra-Gandhari, who removed her blindfold when the excitement began to mount, comes forward laughing heartily.  She embraces Sikandi, then finds Brihannala and embraces him too.) 
SUBADHRA-GANDHARI:    (Holding Sikandi’s and Bri’s hands)  My wonderful sons!  What a sight for sore eyes you two are.  What a trick to play on those dreadful boors.  I am proud of you, Duryodhana and Dussasana.
RADHA-DURYODHANA:   Mother, you have removed your blindfold 
SUBADHRA-GANDHARI:   I had to take it off. I couldn’t miss all the fun.  (She hugs Sikandi and Brihannala)  My wonderful sons!  
GANGA-DUSSASANA:   But Mother, they are not your sons!  We are!
SUBADHRA-GANDHARI:   What?  (To Sikandi and Bri)  Is this true? (Sikandi and Bri nod. Gandhari walks slowly over to Duryodhana and Dussasana. She recoils sharply.   Reaches out in a panic.)  Where’s my blindfold?  My blindfold!  My blindfold!  (Someone gives it to her and she puts it on hastily and staggers off)  I’m happy the way I was.
(Everyone laughs.  Radha and Ganga take off masks.)
HIDIMBA:   You see Draupadi.  With Sikandi in your role, we didn’t have to resort to violence.
RADHA:   Sikandi, you were great.
GANGA:   I’m glad you joined us.
SIKANDI:    What did you think, Bri?
BRIHANNALA:   Over the top!  You call that acting?
SIKANDI:    What?  You jealous old cow!
(The two of them engage in a mock fight)
DRAUPADI:   That’s enough now.  Let’s get on with the play.
URVASI:   Oh, come on Draupadi. Can’t our play include a little fun?
DRAUPADI:   I don’t think this is fun.
GANGA:   All right.  What’s our next scene?
DRAUPADI:   We should tackle your story.
GANGA:  My story!  But I have no story now that I am just an ordinary woman who does not marry and have children.
RADHA:  Just listen to yourself.  Are you saying that unless you become a wife and mother, you have no identity?
KUNTHI:   Are women nothing in themselves?
SUBHADRA:   Do women have to marry and have children?
GANGA: No, it was that way in the Epic.
RADHA:   If you tell us you have no story, you are confirming the Epic.
HIDIMBA:   I told you we wouldn’t change anything.
GANGA:   No.  No.  No.  I do have a life of my own but if it does not involve a relationship can it be of interest to others?
RADHA:   In the Epic, you did have a relationship.  That’s where we begin.
SUBHADRA: (Taking mask)  Yes, Santanu was your husband. (Puts on mask) I will play Santanu
GANGA:  (Sighing)  Very well. 
DRAUPADI:   Everyone take your places for scene five.
(Lights fade as they get ready)
SCENE FIVE
(Lights come up on Brihannala)
BRIHANNALA-NARRATOR:   This is the story of Ganga, a very beautiful woman, who meets King Santanu on the banks of the Ganges.  They fall madly, passionately in love.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:  You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met.  I cannot live without you. Please be my wife.
GANGA:   I love you too, but I cannot marry you.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   Why?  Are you married?
GANGA:   No, I just don’t want the responsibilities of marriage.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   How can you say such a thing?  If you love me, you’ll marry me.
GANGA:   Can’t we just be lovers?
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   My people would never accept that.
GANGA:   Then we must forget each other.
SUBHADRA—SANTANU:   I can’t give you up.
GANGA:   I love you and I am willing to live with you but I will never marry you.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   But our children will be outcasts!
GANGA:   Children!  I am not going to have any children!
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   Don’t you want children?
GANGA: No!
SUBHADRA-SANTANU: But that is unnatural.
GANGA: Why?
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   You are a woman.  It is your function.
GANGA:   No, not unless I choose it.  Tell me, why are you so desperate for children?
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   Well, every man wants a son and heir.
GANGA:  To carry on your line?
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:  That’s only natural.  It’s natural to get married and raise a family.
GANGA:   Well, you had better put children out of your mind.  You are not destined to beget a long line. At any rate, that’s the way it is in the Epic.  
SUBHADRA—SANTANU:   What are you talking about?
GANGA:   I’m sorry to disappoint you but if you know the truth, perhaps you won’t be so bound by tradition.  (She signals for the family tree.  The family tree could be a slide projection or a chart held by two women) This is from the Epic.  There are some things we can’t change.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   My family tree!
GANGA:   Yes.  Do you see how abruptly your line ends?  There are no grandchildren here.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   But the Epic begins with me.  That means I am father to all that follows.
GANGA:   You were meant to think that.  But it doesn’t work out that way.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:  (Examining the family tree.)   But I have three sons.
GANGA:   One, my son, Bhishma, takes a vow of celibacy and never marries.  The other two, sons of your second wife, Satyavati, die before they produce any heirs.  Your line disappears completely.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   That is a lie!  The main conflict in the Mahabaratha is between the Pandavas and the Kauravas and both clans are descended from me.
GANGA   Oh no!  Vyasa wrote the story and decided that he should father the Kauravas and the Pandavas.  It seems that he wanted authorship in every sense of the word.  I guess he was just as obsessed with paternity as you are.  Look at the tree.  The real fathers of the Mahabaratha are Parasar and his son, Vyasa, the father of Dhritarashtra, Pandu and Vidur. Dhritarashtra is father of the hundred Kaurava brothers and Pandu father of the five Pandavas.
SUBHADRA—SANTANU:   But why did Vyasa begin the Epic with me?
GANGA:   You have to admit it is a gripping opening.  A mother drowning her newborn babies, a father paralysed, unable to stop her.  Vyasa knew how to capture attention.
SUBHADRA-SANTANU: (Getting rid of the family tree)  I don’t believe this.  All I know is that I want you.  (Grabs hold of her)  You will marry me.
BRIHANNALA-NARRATOR   Ganga married Santanu.  He was happy.  Because they were passionately in love, he was confident that they would have children.  But a year went by, then another and another.  Ganga did not conceive.  Now his mother wants him to end the marriage.
(Kunthi puts on mask of Santanu’s mother and confronts Ganga)
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:  Get out of my house!
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:    Mother, what’s the matter? 
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   Santanu, this woman you brought home from the banks of the Ganges; this woman without whom you could not live; this woman is barren.
(Sikandi in mask of Bhishma, son of Ganga, dashes in)
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:    No, she can’t be.  She has to give birth to me.  I have a major role in the Epic.
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   Who are you?
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:    I am Bhishma, the famous son of Ganga.  Great hero, wise counsellor, brave warrior.
GANGA:   Go away, Bhishma, there’s no place for you here.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:   But Mother.  I am a major character, the soul of integrity in the Epic.
GANGA  (Laughs)  You, the soul of integrity?  Don’t be ridiculous!
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:    Listen, Santanu … Dad … don’t let her play games with you.  I am your pledge of immortality.
GANGA: How can you be?  The line ends with you.  You remain celibate all your life.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:   Don’t listen to her.  Stand up for your rights as a man. She owes it to us to become a mother.
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   I told you not to bring that woman into my house. She’s just a whore.  Tell her to get out!
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:    I can’t mother.  I love her! 
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   Love, love.  What’s all this rubbish about love?  She’s not a woman.  Attending meetings all day long.  Meetings, meetings, meetings!  Bringing all kinds of funny people here.  And all they do is plant trees.  Plant trees!  I ask you.  Tell her to go.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:  No, grandmother. Don’t chase her away!
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   Mother, you don’t understand her.
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   Understand!  What’s to understand?  She can’t have babies.  Get rid of her.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:   You can’t get rid of her.  If she goes, I won’t be born.  Your memory will die without me.  Without me THERE IS NO EPIC!
GANGA  (Suddenly delighted) You’re right.  If you’re not born, there is no Epic.  Splendid!  I’m leaving.
KUNTHI-SANTANU’S MOTHER:   Good!  Go away.  We don’t need you.  We have enough trees. 
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:  (Hanging on to Ganga)  Santanu, Dad, stop her!  Don’t let her go 
SUBHADRA-SANTANU:   Ganga, please don’t go.  I don’t care about having children.  I just need you by my side.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:   Can’t we compromise?  You don’t have to have eight babies; one is enough.  ME!
GANGA:   I’m sorry Santanu.  But my existence in the Epic is meaningless.   I have to go where I can grow.
SIKANDI-BHISHMA:   No, no, no!  What about me?  If you go, I will be aborted!
GANGA:   If I stay, I will be.  I’m sorry.  I want my own life.  (She leaves)
SIKANDI-BHISHMA  (Screaming with pain)  There should be laws against abortion.  Help me!  Help me!  I am being torn from the womb.  Arrrg!  (He dies)
SUBHADRA—SANTANU:  (Takes off Sikandi’s mask and fondles it)  I could have had a son but he was aborted.
SIKANDI:   (Sitting up)  Rubbish.  He wasn’t even conceived in our play.  Quite frankly, I am glad I helped to get rid of Bhishma.
BRIHANNALA:   You gave such a moving performance.  I mean … you introduced the whole abortion angle.
SIKANDI:   Really, Bri.  I am a Method actor, you know.  I give myself completely to my roles.
SUBHADRA:   (Taking off her mask) I really believed you.  I thought you were going to persuade Ganga with your abortion argument.
GANGA:  (Laughing) I wasn’t going to fall for that.  It was a matter of abort or be aborted.  (Pointing to audience)  They don’t really know us, the women of the Mahabaratha. If you ask them out there, they can only identify us as mother of, or wife of, or sister of, but not as individuals in our own right.
SIKANDI:   That’s how they know me too, as an instrument; that is, if they know me at all.   (Peers into audience.)
BRIHANNALA:  It’s not just the women who are trapped.  We are too. Just because we get the action does not make us any the less puppets.
DRAUPADI:   I don’t know why you’re complaining.  Men control everything; what we do, think, and believe.  You’re a man; you can make choices.
BRIHANNALA:   That’s not true.  From the time you are little, people keep stuffing toy weapons into your hands and pushing you towards violence.
DRAUPADI:  No, no.  It’s different for men.  You are not trapped by your gender.
BRIHANNALA:   Yes, I was.
DRAUPADI:  (Laughing sarcastically) The only time you were trapped was when you were forced to disguise yourself as Brihannala.
BRIHANNALA:   It was the only time I was not trapped.
DRAUPADI:  But you were in drag.  You had to play the part of a gay musician.
BRIHANNALA:   I wasn’t playing a part.
DRAUPADI:  (Becoming upset, stopping her ears and walking away)  I don’t want to hear this.
BRIHANNALA:  No, you want to keep me locked in an image that is not of my making.  This is not what I expected here.  (He walks out)
SIKANDI:   Bri is right you know.  With our customs and traditions, we keep building cages for ourselves, for both men and women.
DRAUPADI:  I don’t want to hear your rubbish about cages.
SIKANDI:  But I was born in one.  Let’s examine my story.
DRAUPADI:   I am not interested in your story.
SIKANDI:   Why?  Because I am a man?
DRAUPADI:   You eliminated Bhishma.  Without Bhishma, you don’t exist.
SIKANDI:   That was Ganga’s story.  I remained within her framework.  I want us to examine my story.
DRAUPADI:   Your story is irrelevant!
HIDIMBA   (To Sikandi)   I warned you about cages, right from the beginning.
SUBHADRA:   Sikandi, you are a man; we came here to find freedom as women.  You are confusing us.
SIKANDI:   No, not confusing; fusing!  I am trying to fuse our stories.  We have to break through barriers, all barriers.
GANGA:   Look Sikandi, we suffered long enough.  Now we have taken charge of our lives, we cannot have a man come here and tell us what to do.
SIKANDI:   All right, go ahead and build your narrow world.  It won’t be any better than the one you left.
RADHA:   Wait a minute.  I don’t understand what’s going on here.  Why can’t we include Sikandi’s story.  I don’t know what’s wrong with all of you.  You know that Sikandi didn’t begin life as a man.
SIKANDI:   No, wait!
KUNTHI:   That’s right!  Sikandi was forced to take on a man’s role in order to defeat Bhishma in the great Kurukshetra war.
SIKANDI:   No, no!  
RADHA:   Yes, Sikandi was born a woman, Amba.
SIKANDI:   But that’s not my story.
RADHA:   I’m getting to it.  Amba loved Bhishma and when he rejected her, she was reborn as a man so he could take revenge.   
UTTARAI:   Well, why didn’t someone say so in the first place?  Come on, let’s do Sikandi’s story.
SIKANDI:  No, no!  We can’t do that story.
DRAUPADI:  Quite right!  Let’s have Radha’s story.
HIDIMBA:   What’s the matter Draupadi?  Do you have something against Sikandi?  Is it because of Sikandi and Bri …
DRAUPADI:  (Shouting)  Oh for goodness sake!  Let’s get on with it.  I don’t care whose story we do next.
GANGA:   Then let’s get ready for the next scene.  Someone call Brihannala.
SIKANDI:   Right.  (About to dash off)
DRAUPADI:  (Stopping him) You get ready for the next scene.  It is your tale, isn’t it?  (She leaves)
SIKANDI:   No, it isn’t.
GANGA:   Don’t take any notice of Draupadi.
SIKANDI:    It’s not that …
URVASI:  I am going to play your sister, Ambika
UTTARAI:   I will play your other sister, Ambalika.
SIKANDI:  (Protesting)  I am sorry. I can’t do this.
KUNTHI:   Don’t be so modest.  You’re a wonderful actor.
HIDIMBA:   Everybody ready.  Lights!
(Lights fade)
SCENE SIX
(Lights up on Urvasi-Ambika, Uttarai-Ambalika, Sikandi)
URVASI-AMBIKA & UTTARAIAMBALIKA  (To Sikandi)  Dear sister, isn’t it wonderful?  We are all soon to be married.  (They hold hands, pull Sikandi into a ring and romp around, dragging the unwilling Sikandi with them)
SIKANDI  (Breaking free)  I can’t play this role.  (They pull him back)
KUNTHI:  We need someone to play Bhishma.  He is the one who abducts Amba and her sisters.
SIKANDI:   I’ll play Bhishma.  I played him before.
GANGA:  Yes, and he was aborted.  We can’t have Bhishma in this scene.
(Draupadi re-enters)
DRAUPADI:   What’s going on?
GANGA:   We need a Bhishma in this story but he was aborted before.  So what do we do?
DRAUPADI:   I knew we’d have problems with this story.
RADHA:   Let’s have Bhishma in this scene.  We can find some way of justifying his reappearance later.
HIDIMBA:   Aha, now we resort to magic tricks, bringing the dead back to life!
RADHA:   Shut up Hidimba!  Haven’t you heard of poetic licence?  We’ll work it out later. 
HIDIMBA:  (Sarcastically) As they do in soap operas.
UTTARAI:   We could just change his name.
URVASI: We can’t.  (Pointing to the audience)  They know that Bhishma is involved in this story.
HIDIMBA (Cynically)  If they have read the Mahabaratha!
DRAUPADI  (Irritated)  Stop it, Hidimba.
HIDIMBA:   I beg your pardon.  Don’t take any notice of me.  I’m not even here.
DRAUPADI:   Are we ready?
SIKANDI:   I can’t play Amba.  Please don’t force me to play this role.
URVASI:   But it’s your story.  You are the obvious choice for the role.
GANGA:   Who’s playing Bhishma?  Here’s his mask.
BRIHANNALA:   I’ll play Bhishma.  (Puts on mask)
SIKANDI:   Bri, you traitor!
BRIHANNALA: Have you forgotten?  This is a play.  You’re only acting a part.
GANGA:   Draupadi, you’ll have to narrate.  
DRAUPADI-NARRATOR: (Sullenly) This is the story of a woman, Amba, whose life was ruined by Bhishma and against whom she swore revenge …
SIKANDI:  I’m sorry to interrupt.  That’s not my story.  That’s how it happened in the Epic.
DRAUPADI:   (Viciously) Do you want to narrate and play the main role as well?
GANGA:   Draupadi, you play King Salwa.  I’ll narrate.  (Hands Draupadi her mask.) This is the story of Amba.
SIKANDI:  Right.  It’s not my story.  I’m out of it.
GANGA:   Stop interrupting!  This is the story of Amba, the woman who became a man in order to control her own destiny.  We begin with the scene of the swayamvara of Amba, Ambika and Ambalika, the three daughters of King Kasi who are to choose their husbands from a crowd of suitors.
(The others as suitors enter a great hall and stand in two long lines on either side of the throne. Urvasi and Uttarai enter dragging in Sikandi who is protesting, “This is not my story!   This is not my story!”  They take their places next to the throne.  King Kasi makes a grand entrance and takes his place on the throne.  King Kasi is about to explain the proceedings when Bhishma jumps into the midst of the assembly)
BRIHANNALA-BHISHMA: (Loud, authoritarian and challenging) “Of all the ways of choosing a bride, the sages have mentioned, the noblest is that in which a maiden is acquired by force from amidst a valiant gathering such as this.”  (Taking off mask and changing tone, he addresses audience)  That was a direct quote from RK Narayan’s book, The Mahabaratha, London, 1978, p. 4.  (Puts on mask)
SUBHADRA-KING KASI:   What do you mean by this un-called for behaviour?
BRIHANNALA-BHISHMA:   This is what I mean.  
(He dashes forward, grabs the three young women.  All the princes go after him and he demolishes the lot of them with his sword, karate kicks, etc.  Bodies fall all over the place. He grabs hold of the girls again)
SIKANDI:  (Struggling with Bri)  Let me go, Bri.  You know this not my story.  Let me go, man!
BRIHANNALA:  (Taking off mask) Oh come off it, Sikandi.  Co-operate will you.  We have to tell this story first so when we tell yours, people will see that it was Vyasa who invented trans-sexuality.  You’ve got to give him credit for that!
SIKANDI:   No, he didn’t. What about Ardhanaiswara?
BRIHANNALA:   That’s not trans-sexuality, that’s bi-sexuality!
SIKANDI:   (Begrudgingly) Oh, all right!    
(Brihannala puts on the Bhishma mask again)
SIKANDI-AMBA:  (Pointing to all the dead bodies lying around them)  You’ve killed them all. Monster!
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA:  (Swooning over Bhishma)  Monster? Oh, no.  My hero.  So handsome, so brave.
URVASI-AMBIKA:  (Also swooning) So strong, so forthright!
SIKANDI-AMBA:    Take them.  Let go of me! 
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA     & URVASI-AMBIKA:  (Clinging to Bhishma)  Our hero.  We are the luckiest women alive.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    Are you mad?  Abduction is barbarous.
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA  &  URVASI-AMBIKA:    Don’t listen to her.  She’s in love with King Salwa.  She wants to be with him.
(Bhishma carries off the girls.  Ambika and Ambalika go willingly and help him to control Amba who is kicking and screaming)
HIDIMBA: (One of those killed by Bhishma, sits up and takes off mask)  I don’t believe this! Abduction!  To prove himself a man among men. To hell with the women!
GANGA:    You understand now, why I didn’t want to be his mother, don’t you.
RADHA: (Another one of those killed by Bhishma, sits up and takes off mask) Did you hear what he said?  Taking women by force was the noblest way to do it?
KUNTHI: (Another one of those killed by Bhishma, sits up and takes off mask) Glorifying rape!  That’s what he was doing!  
RADHA:   We are going to have to think seriously about including Bhishma in the play.
KUNTHI:   Unfortunately, rape is such a common problem, I’m afraid we have to.
DRAUPADI:   Can we get on with the scene?  I’d like to be done with this story.
GANGA-NARRATOR:   Bhishma brings the princesses to Hastinapura as brides for his stepbrother, King Vichitravirya.
(Sikandi is struggling to get away)
SIKANDI-AMBA:   Why did you bring me here?  I want nothing to do with you. I want to go back.  I will never marry you.
UTTARAI—AMBALIKA & URVASI—AMBIKA:    But we will.  You don’t need her.  We’ll make you forget about her. 
URVASI-AMBIKA:   You are so strong and brave.  You vanquished all those other princes.
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA:   And you did that, just for us.  Such a great prince!  You wanted us!  We are so grateful.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    Rubbish!  He was just proving his manhood. We were incidental to the deed!
UTTARAI—AMBALIKA   & URVASI—AMBIKA:    It will be an honour to be your wife!  (They touch his feet)
SIKANDI-AMBA:    I will never marry you.  I will kill myself first.
(Enter Subhadra as Satyavati, Bhishma’s stepmother)
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:   (In a melodramatic manner)  Oh, my dear Bhishma, you have brought three brides.  You are so noble and pure of heart.
BRIHANNALA-BHISHMA  (Equally melodramatic)  Mother, I gave you my word that the Kuru clan would never die out.
SIKANDI:    Talk about over the top!
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:   My dear child.  (Coming forward to embrace Amba)  I know how grateful you are.  This is such a wonderful opportunity for you.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   I will never marry this barbarian.
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA & URVASI-AMBIKA:   But we will.  He is our knight in shining armour.  (They stand on either side of Bhishma)
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:   Oh my dears, this is not your husband to be. He has taken a vow of celibacy.  He brought you here as brides for my son, the King of Hastinapura.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    There you have it!  He has no interest in us!
UTTARAI-AMBALIKA & URVASI—AMBIKA:    Oh, Amba isn’t it wonderful!  We are going to be queens.  Surely you must consent now.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    Never!  Let me go!  I want nothing to do with any of you.  I made my own choice long ago.  I will marry King Salwa and no one else. 
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:    Oh, dear Bhishma.  What an unpleasant creature.  Are you sure this is a princess?  Sister of these two?
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   She’s the real prize, Mother.  The kind of woman who will produce brave, strong, noble sons.  Ah, if only I hadn’t been so rash in my vows of celibacy.
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:    Well, I don’t think she will do at all.  Besides, I don’t know if I can trust you.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   Oh Mother!  I am pained.  I gave my word.  I am called “Bhishma, One of firm vow.”  (Changing tone and addressing audience)  Ibid. p. 4.
SUBHADRA-SATYAVATI:   I do trust you my dear boy, but I fear she will not make my son a good wife.  (Aside to audience.)  She’ll scare him to death.  (To Bhishma)  I expected you to bring only one girl.  One is hard enough for my son to cope with; two will make him very nervous; three will kill him.  Especially one like her.  (Indicates Amba)  I think we should send her back.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:    Mother, your wish is my command  (Turning to Amba) Well, Princess, it would not be right to keep you here against your will. (Amba laughs cynically) You will be sent to King Salwa as you request.  
(Draupadi puts on Salwa’s mask, Kunthi puts on mask of Salwa’s Counsellor, and Radha puts on mask of Salwa’s messenger)
GANGA—NARRATOR:   (To Draupadi)  We’re going to scene seven right?  
(Lights Fade)
SCENE SEVEN
(Lights come up on the court of King Salwa.)
GANGA-NARRATOR: This is the court of King Salwa. A huge celebration is going on in the background. A messenger brings King Salwa news of Bhishma’s arrival.  
RADHA-MESSENGER:   Your Majesty, we have an entourage from the court of Hastinapura.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   Who leads the group?
RADHA-MESSENGER:  Bhishma, Sire.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:  Bhishma himself.  Well, well, well.  Is this diplomacy or audacity?  What do you think Counsellor?
KUNTHI-COUNSELLOR:   One could hardly call him diplomatic after he snatched Amba and her sisters from their swayamvara.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   He was  perfectly within the law.  (To Messenger)  Show them in.  (Messenger leaves) Perfectly within the law! A masterstroke of diplomacy! He took the most difficult and manly route.  I must say I was lost in admiration. 
KUNTHI-COUNSELLOR:  Then his attendance here must be more evidence of diplomacy.
(The messenger leads in BrihannalaBhishma, Sikandi-Amba and entourage.)
DRAUPADI-SALWA:  (Startled at the sight of Amba) Greetings Honoured Prince Bhishma.
SIKANDI-AMBA: (Trying to push past Bhishma) Salwa, Salwa, I am so happy to see you.
BRIHANNALA-BHISHMA:   Greetings, Your Majesty.  Greetings, Honourable Lord Counsellor. I am most grateful to you for receiving us.  I have come on a very delicate mission.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   I see you have brought your wife with you.  I must say Bhishma, you swept those girls off in style.  I envied you.  So you have finally given up that foolish vow of celibacy?
SIKANDI-AMBA:   I am not his wife.  How could you think such a thing?
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    My dear Bhishma, I am a little confused.  Your delegation seems to be in some disarray.  You and your wife do not seem to be in agreement.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   I am not his wife.  Why do you keep saying that?
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   Your Majesty, Princess Amba is not my wife. 
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    You sly old dog, you!  Well, my estimation of you goes up even more.  Panache, that’s what it is.  I’m afraid I lead a less colourful life.
SIKANDI-AMBA:  (Breaking free and confronting Salwa) You admire this man for abducting me?
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   What he did was courageous beyond words.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   Other Princes challenged him.  Why didn’t you?  You should have been in the forefront.  If you loved me, you wouldn’t have let him get away with it.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   But this is Bhishma.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   Were you afraid of him?  Or did you fall in love with him at the swayamvara?
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   How dare you speak to me like this?  (To Bhishma)  Get your woman away from me.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   I apologise your Majesty.  I thought you two had an understanding.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    What if we did?  You have won her and your claim supersedes mine.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    He assaulted my rights as a human being.  How can you respect that?
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    What he did was sublime.  A tradition of the bravest of the brave.  If we don’t respect traditions, we cannot have a civilized society.
SIKANDI-AMBA:    You call that sublime!  A tradition that allows me to be violated?  You call that civilized?   I don’t believe this.  You are in love with him.  
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    There is no doubt that I have the greatest admiration for him.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   Your admiration for him is much stronger than your love for me.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   (Turning away from Amba)   Bhishma, what has brought you here today?  It is a very auspicious occasion and I am honoured to have you as my guest.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   Your Majesty, I am at a loss.  I came to return the Princess Amba to you, her rightful husband.  She had fixed her choice on you at the swayamvara.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:    She obviously does not understand our traditions.  I have no claim on her whatsoever.  You won her, fair and square.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   But your Majesty, I have taken a vow of celibacy.  I cannot marry her.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   That is not my problem.  She belongs to you.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:  She has chosen you for a husband.  I think that is a stronger claim.
SIKANDI-AMBA:   Stop!  Don’t trouble yourselves further.  What happens to me is no longer any concern of yours.  I don’t need either one of you.  (She turns on her heel and walks out)
DRAUPADI-SALWA:  Poor confused woman.  If only she knew her place, she would save herself so much trouble. 
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:  This is quite embarrassing.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   Oh, let’s put it behind us.  As it happens, you have arrived on my wedding day. I would be honoured if you would attend the ceremony.
BRINHANNALA-BHISHMA:   Thank you, you are very gracious.  I had no idea it was your wedding day.  Please forgive my unceremonious intrusion.
DRAUPADI-SALWA:   No, no.  You must forgive me.  I am the one who has been discourteous.  I should have informed you of the wedding and invited you to attend.
(They move off together, each trying to outdo the other in courteousness.  Actors remove their masks and resume their original characters.)
SUBHADRA:  You see, Draupadi, there was no harm in exploring Sikandi’s story.  It’s perfectly relevant.
DRAUPADI:   Yes, I quite enjoyed it.
SIKANDI:   But that isn’t my story.
GANGA:   What do you mean?  Of course it’s your story!
SIKANDI:   No.  That was Amba’s story.
GANGA:   And you are Amba.  You became a man so that you could destroy Bhishma.
SIKANDI:   That’s the nonsense in the epic.  I am not Amba.  I look exactly like her, but I am not Amba.  I am her grandson.
RADHA:   Her grandson!
SUBHADRA:   No, that can’t be.  Vyasa turns Amba into a man, you, Sikandi, and puts you in front of Arjun in his chariot during the war.  Bhishma will not attack because he sees in you Amba, the woman.
GANGA:   Another stroke of Vyasa’s genius!  A very clever twist in the story.
HIDIMBA:   No it’s not.  It’s just another one of Vyasa’s magic tricks.
SIKANDI:   And it wipes out my existence!  Amba and I are not one.  I am a separate individual. Let me tell my story.  You owe it to me.
KUNTHI:   But it’s not in the Epic.  We don’t know it. 
HIDIMBA:   Well, that’s why he should tell it.
GANGA:   Very well. Shall I continue to narrate?
SUBHADRA:   No, I will.  You play one of the roles.
GANGA:   Shall I be the shaman?  No, I’ll be Sikandi’s aunt.
RADHA:  I’ll be his mother and Bri can be his friend. Right.  Next scene.
(Lights fade)
SCENE EIGHT
(Lights up on Subhadra-Narrator)
SUBHADRA-NARRATOR:   This is the story of Sikandi, grandson of Amba.  When Amba realised that she couldn’t live with Bhishma or Salwa, she went to live in the forest.  She eventually married a man, who, like her, wanted more freedom than customs and traditions would allow.  Their son was the father of Sikandi.
(Sikandi is playing a musical instrument and singing)
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:   Sikandi, what are you doing?  You have to get ready for the tournament.  You are the best stick fighter in the village.
SIKANDI:  (Protesting)  But Mother …
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:  You will be the champion after today’s competition.  (She leaves)
(Sikandi picks up the skin he is to wear, the shield and stick.  He looks around and sees other clothes.  He drops what he has picked up and goes to examine other clothes – women’s clothes.  He fondles and plays with these and then begins to put them on.  He puts on make-up, looks at himself in a mirror, laughs and then prances around.  His friend enters.)
BRIHANNALA-FRIEND:  (Dressed in traditional stick fighting gear)  Hey, Sikandi, are you ready?  I am going to beat the daylights out of you today.  (Stops and stares at Sikandi)
SIKANDI  (Whirling around Friend)  Well, what do you think? (Friend is tongue-tied. Sikandi  stops dancing around)  Oh, all right.  I’ll change.  I’ll get ready for the stick fight.
BRIHANNALA-FRIEND:   No.  Don’t.  (Sikandi is puzzled.)  You … you look beautiful.
SIKANDI:  (Laughing)  Are you smitten?
BRIHANNALA—FRIEND   (Confused)  You are so beautiful.
SIKANDI:  Come dance with me.
(They begin to dance, and the dance clearly develops into an expression of love. Sikandi’s Mother and Aunt enter.)
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:   What’s going on here?  Stop this at once.
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT: (Staring in shock)  It is your mother-in-law, Amba, returned from the dead.
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:  Don’t be ridiculous.  This foolish boy is always getting up to this kind of nonsense.  (She rubs the make-up off Sikandi’s face.)  Why do you keep on doing this?  Haven’t I told you, I don’t want you dressing up in women’s clothes?  (Turning on Friend)  And what are you doing?  Encouraging him in this sick fantasy?
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT: (Still awestruck)  The boy is possessed!  His grandmother, Amba, has taken over his body!
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:  Rubbish.  He looks like her, that’s all.  Why he couldn’t take after my side of the family, I don’t know.  His father was like this too.
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT:   He’s haunted!
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:   Stop it!  You’re talking nonsense!
SIKANDI:   Mother, I’m sorry.  I’ll get dressed for the stick fight.  (Starts to change into stick fight gear)
BRIHANNALA-FRIEND:    I’ll go on ahead of you.  See you at the grounds.  (He leaves hastily)
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT:   Oh, sister!  I have seen this before.  There was a girl in the village.  She rode a motorbike, then she began to dress like a boy.  She was haunted too.  They had to beat it out of her.  Only after she was exorcised did she come right.
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:  Exorcised!  But these are just naughty pranks.  He’ll get over it.
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT:   No, no.  It’s Amba.  He must be exorcised.  I’ll call the shaman.  (She leaves.)
SIKANDI:   Mother, I’m sorry.  I was just fooling around.  I’m going to the grounds.  I’ll be late for the competition.
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:   No, you stay right here.
SIKANDI:   But Mother, I can be champion.  I know it.  Don’t you want that?
(Enter Urvasi as Shaman with Sikandi’s Aunt.  Sikandi’s Mother goes through the payment routine and then they proceed with the ceremony throughout which Sikandi protests and thus brings down harsher and harsher treatment on himself.  At the end, Sikandi is left lying exhausted and unhappy.  The shaman leaves.)
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:   (Showing the muti she has obtained from the Shaman)   I have to mix this with Sikandi’s food everyday and he should be all right after a few weeks.
GANGA-SIKANDI’S AUNT:   You’ve done the right thing.  I will go and see the other boy’s parents.  I think he is possessed too.  (She leaves eagerly)
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER: (Kneeling next to her son)  My poor boy.  (She strokes him)  You have the same delusions as your father.  But you will be better now.  There, there.  Sleep.  I’ll be back in a little while.  (She leaves)
(Sikandi gets up slowly, looks for the women’s clothes, puts them on, puts on make-up.  He spreads the clothes he has taken off in the place where he lay and then runs away.  His mother enters with  food.)
RADHA-SIKANDI’S MOTHER:    Sikandi, sit up and eat a little.  It will give you strength.  Sikandi, where are you?  (She sees his clothes spread out to assume his shape)  What’s this?  Oh, my god, what’s happened here?  (She stares at the clothes.)  He’s been transported.  Utterly transported.  The spirits have claimed him as one of theirs.  (She stands up stoically)  Perhaps it is for the best.  In his confused state, his life would have been nothing but misery.
SUBHADRA-NARRATOR:  Sikandi never returned to his family.  He joined various groups of actors and performed in female roles all over the country.  Then he met Brihannala and teamed up with him.
(All the women re-enter)
DRAUPADI:   That’s ridiculous!  Brihannala is not a real person.  This was just an identity that Arjun assumed when he was in hiding in the thirteenth year of our banishment.
BRINHANNALA:   Look, are we reliving the Mahabaratha or are we creating a new, authentic existence here?
SIKANDI:   Arjun belongs in the Epic.  This is Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:   We have our roots in the Epic. 
GANGA:   All right.  We cannot entirely escape our origins but here we make our own lives.
DRAUPADI:  (Confronting Brihannala) Do you deny that you are Arjun?
BRINHANNALA:   Yes.  I choose to be Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:   But why?  Arjun is noble, kind, sensitive, courageous, an intrepid warrior.
BRINHANNALA:   I am not a warrior.  Arjun was brought up to be a warrior.  Trained in the martial arts, he was taught to kill.  That’s not who I am.
DRAUPADI:   You are the bravest and most devastating fighter.  Noble, handsome, the soul of propriety, forerunner of the Knights of the Round Table.
BRINHANNALA:   Look at me.  Do I look like a knight?
DRAUPADI:   This is your disguise.  And it’s a wonderful disguise.  Nobody would suspect that the great, noble warrior, Arjun, would be hidden in this form.  Even I found it distasteful.
SIKANDI:   I think he’s beautiful.  He wasn’t turned into a woman. He was just outed. It was an imaginative, dramatic and titillating ploy of the author to resolve a difficult situation and make his story exciting.
GANGA:   Vyasa had a wonderful imagination.  Or was he just influenced by the Harihara stories?
SUBHADRA:   Admit it Draupadi, you too were used for your sex appeal.  You, with five husbands all at the same time.
DRAUPADI:   But I wanted only one.  (She looks at Brihannala)
KUNTHI:   Look at it this way.  It was for the best.  After all Brihannala … 
DRAUPADI:   (Interrupting frantically) I love Arjun.  (She looks at Brihannala)   He is Arjun!  I love Arjun!  
SUBHADRA:   And look where that landed you. At the end you could not enter heaven because you loved Arjun too much. And since Arjun didn’t exist, what a waste!  I mean Brihannala is …
DRAUPADI:   Stop!  Stop!  I don’t want to hear this!
BRIHANNALA:   You love Arjun and I am not Arjun.  I am a gay musician and dancer.  (Draupadi screams.)
SIKANDI:   Brihannala is a man made in his own image.
DRAUPADI: (Hysterical)  No, no, no.  Give up this perversity and be your real self.  My Arjun.  My husband.  I am your wife.  You are my husband!  You should be ashamed to call yourself Brihannala.  Brihannala isn’t a man.  You are Arjun!
BRIHANNALA:  (Gently raising her) I’m sorry.  I am not Arjun.
DRAUPADI:  (Furious turns on Sikandi and attacks him)   It’s all your fault, you pervert!
RADHA: (Shocked)   Draupadi!
(The women pull Draupadi away from Sikandi)
DRAUPADI:    This is no good.  This experiment does not work.  We are women.  We were born to be wives and mothers.  That is what is in the Epic.  That is our birthright and we should be proud of it. 
RADHA:   Calm down, Draupadi.  You don’t know what you are saying.
DRAUPADI:  No, this is no life. This is no place for any of us.  This life is unnatural. We must go back to the Epic.  (Gasps of horror from all the other women)  I won’t stay here.  I am going back to find my husband, to find my Arjun.  (She dashes off the stage and out through the audience.  The others stare after her in shock.)
URVASI:   She gave us the courage to leave and now she’s gone back. 
UTTARAI:   How sad!  To go back to this! (Holding out the clothes Draupadi wore in the Epic)
HIDIMBA: (Holding out blindfold) And this.  
(Lights fade)
SCENE NINE
(Lights up on Women sitting around despondently)
RADHA:   Now that Draupadi’s gone, I suppose I shall have to take over as director.  
UTTARAI:   How could she go back?  Here she was director.
KUNTHI: (Sighing)  She can’t give Arjun up.  
HIDIMBA:   Arjun was your son.  Have you given him up?
KUNTHI:  (Putting her arm around Brihannala)  This is my son.
BRIHANNALA: (Embracing her) Thank you, Mother.
RADHA:   Well, now that I am director, it’s time for a different kind of story.  We’ve only dealt with stories of the privileged classes so far.  Let us tell the story of a peasant woman like me.
SUBADHRA:   I didn’t know you had a story.
HIDIMBA:   (Laughing)   Radha, the eternal optimist.  Think you can change the world.  You haven’t even changed attitudes here.
RADHA:   Everyone has a story, Subadhra.  Depends on the author whose story gets told.  You’ve been reading too many his-story books.
HIDIMBA:   Poor little Subadhra.  Doesn’t want to go slumming, eh?
SUBADHRA:   Hidimba, you don’t have to gloat.  Anyone can make a mistake.  I apologise Radha.  I should have known better.  I was thinking in Epic terms again.  I wish I could stop doing that.
RADHA:   I understand.  We are all still tied to the Epic in many ways, but we will overcome.  (Hidimba hums mockingly, ‘We shall overcome.’) You can laugh all you want, Hidimba, but we will overcome.
GANGA:   Come on, let’s begin Radha’s story.  
RADHA:   It’s Hidimba’s story as well as mine.
HIDIMBA:   I’m being conscripted here.  My participation is under protest.
KUNTHI:   So what’s new?  Come on, Radha, let’s hear your story.
(Lights fade)
SCENE TEN
(Lights come up on Uttarai-Narrator)
UTTARAI—NARRATOR:   We are in Radha’s village, the day after lightning has destroyed the hut of one of the families. Two children, trapped inside, were burned to death.  The incensed villagers believe that Hidimba, the witch, is responsible.  As the scene opens, we see the villagers chasing Hidimba. 
HIDIMBA:   Leave me alone.  Get away from me.  (She picks up a twig and shakes it at her pursuers.  They come to a sharp halt)
SUBHADRA-VILLAGER:    Careful, she’s using that stick to cast a spell.  
(Subhadra picks up a stone and aims it at Hidimba.  Then many stones go flying at Hidimba.  She screams and falls to her knees.  The group surrounds her.  They accuse her, pick up stones and begin to stone her.  Radha jumps into their midst and shields Hidimba from them.)
VILLAGERS:   Get out of there, Radha! Radha, don’t interfere! That woman is evil!  We must kill her!  How can you touch the vile creature! Radha, what’s wrong with you?
RADHA:   You have no right to persecute this woman. 
VILLAGERS: What do you mean, woman!  Hidimba is not a woman! She is a witch, an evil demon.
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:   She killed two children last night: burned them to death while they were sleeping!
RADHA:  Rubbish that was lightning. Everything is so dry around here.  The hut easily caught alight.
SIKANDI-VILLAGER:   Yes, that’s another thing: this drought.  Her wickedness has caused it.
RADHA:   You don’t believe that!
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:   She’s a witch.  She can do anything.
BRIHANNALA-VILLAGER:   Look in her bag.  You’ll see the proof in there.
SUBHADRA-VILLAGER:   It’s full of body parts.
GANGA-VILLAGER:   Ask her what she’s doing with body parts.
SUBHADRA-VILLAGER:   She’s been stealing children and cutting them up to make magic!  She deserves to die!
(She throws a stone.  The others pick up stones too. Radha picks up bag.  The others move away in horror.  Radha puts her hand in the bag pulls out some of its contents and throws them at villagers who run around in panic.)
 RADHA:  (Holding out a handful of herbs)  What a bunch of superstitious ninnies! 
(The villagers stop and stare at the herbs in Radha’s hand) 
SUBHADRA-VILLAGER:   How did she do it?
RADHA:   Do what?
SUBHADRA-VILLAGER:   Change the body parts into plants.
BRIHANNALA—VILLAGER:   It’s that witch!  Kill her!  Kill her!
(They pick up stones again and are about to pelt her.  Radha flings herbs and roots at the crowd.)
RADHA:   There!  Take these body parts and leave this woman alone. (The villagers scatter to avoid contact with the plants)
VILLAGERS:   Radha, Hidimba has bewitched you.  You will die!  (They run off)
RADHA:   (Helping Hidimba up)  Are you all right?  Did they hurt you?
HIDIMBA:   I’m all right, thanks to you.  I think I should move away from this village.
RADHA:   It won’t help.  They’ll just find another scapegoat.  (She gathers up the herbs and roots and puts them back in the bag)
HIDIMBA:   If I were a witch, I would put an end to this persecution with magic. Don’t they see that?  But you can’t reason with these people.
RADHA:   We have to find a way.  We can’t go on like this.  It’s destroying us all.
HIDIMBA:   You’ll never change them.  They are tied to their superstitions.  They turn everything they don’t understand into symbols.  And symbols are difficult to demystify.  I am a symbol of evil because I live alone, don’t have children and make medicines.
RADHA:   That’s it.  The symbols.  They blind them to reason and rationalise their fears and insecurity. We have to explode the symbols.  
HIDIMBA:   Are you going to explode me?   That will save them the trouble of murdering me.
RADHA:   Don’t joke about it.  We have to make them understand.  I won’t give up.
 (Radha and Hidimba leave.  The villagers come back cautiously)
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:   There she goes.  She has taken Radha with her.  The poor woman is bewitched.  See, she’s walking like a zombie.
GANGA-VILLAGER:   We must get rid of Hidimba.  She has brought a curse upon our land.
BRIHANNALA-VILLAGER:   It hasn’t rained for years.  All our cattle are dying and our crops have failed.
SIKANDI –VILLAGER:   The river is dry and the water holes empty.
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:   The shaman must tell us what to do.
(Enter Urvasi-Shaman dancing)
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:  (Greeting the shaman in the traditional way)  Oh Great Seer, we have come to you because we are in trouble and need your wisdom and advice.
URVASI-SHAMAN:   What do you desire of me?
KUNTHI—VILLAGER:   It is the terrible drought.  We are dying.  Please help us.
(The Shaman throws the bones.  All the Villagers participate in the ceremony)
URVASI-SHAMAN:   The ancestors are angry. You are harbouring an evil witch in your midst.  She has brought the drought.  The men of this village must bring her to 
the place of sacrifice just before sundown. Women stay away; you are not allowed in the sacrificial clearing. I will cleanse the witch, her blood will cleanse the land,  (Looks at sky) and then it will rain.  (The Shaman leaves)
(The Villagers begin hypnotic song and dance, which prepares them for the acts they are about to commit.  They exit dancing.    Enter Hidimba looking for herbs.  Radha comes rushing in.)
HIDIMBA:   Radha, what’s the matter?
RADHA:   The men are coming for you.  You have to hide.  I think they mean to kill you.
HIDIMBA:   Here’s your chance to explode a myth.
RADHA:   This no time for jokes.  Come on. Let’s get away from here.  They want to take you to the sacrificial place; they are to kill you at sundown.
HIDIMBA:   Is that what the Shaman told them to do?
RADHA:   Yes, come on now.  We must hurry.
HIDIMBA:   Did he say it would rain after the sacrifice?  
RADHA:   Yes.  But we haven’t time for this now.
HIDIMBA:   That’s a wily old bird.  Look at the sky.
RADHA:   Hidimba, are you mad!  The men are coming.  Can’t you hear them?  You’re in danger.
HIDIMBA:   My dear Radha, you have lived here all your life, surely you have learned to read the sky.  Look and tell me what you see.
RADHA   (Quite frustrated)  Yes, yes.  I see the clouds, but they mean nothing.  They don’t produce rain.
HIDIMBA:   Do you see where the clouds are coming from?
RADHA:   Over the mountain.  Over the mountain!  That means it is going to rain.  Wonderful!  We’ve got to get out of here and hide.  After it rains, we will come out again.
HIDIMBA:   And miss all the fun!  No, let’s join them
RADHA:   Are you mad?
HIDIMBA:   I sincerely hope so.  Here. (Hands Radha a villager mask and puts one on herself) They won’t find us.  We’ll become invisible in the crowd.
(The men, singing and dancing, enter and begin to look for Hidimba.  Hidimba and Radha join in the search.)
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:    She’s not here.
GANGA-VILLAGER:   Radha must have warned her.
URVASI-SHAMAN:   She must be found.  The ritual must be performed as the sun goes down or the ancestors will be very angry and we will all be destroyed.  (He closes his eyes and performs ritualised movements)  She is close by.  I can feel her presence.  Search for her.  (The men spread out.  Their search takes the form of a dance that becomes quite frenzied.  They eventually fall into positions of supplication before the shaman.  The shaman goes into a trance and speaks in tongues.)  I have consulted with the ancestors. They say that if we cannot find the witch, there is another amongst us who is evil.  (He looks around the group.  Everyone trembles with fear.  Then he points to Sikandi who is not wearing a mask.) That is the one.  Take him to the sacrificial place and prepare him.
(The Villagers grab hold of Sikandi)
SIKANDI:   No, no.  Stop!
BRIHANNALA:  (Also not in a mask) No, stop!  He is not the evil one.
GANGA-VILLAGER:   The ancestors have chosen him.  He will be our sacrifice.
(They carry him into the forest.  Brihannala fights to free Sikandi.  The villagers overpower Brihannala. Radha and Hidimba hold him prisoner as the procession moves towards the sacrificial spot.)
URVASI-SHAMAN:   Get him ready (he looks at the sky) or it will be too late.
(Some villagers pull off some of Sikandi’s clothing.  The shaman chants and performs some rites and then asks the villagers to hold Sikandi in a horizontal position so he can be stabbed through the heart.  During this process, Brihannala has been struggling and shouting.  As the Shaman raises his knife and is about to plunge it into Sikandi, Radha and Hidimba let go of Brihannala who runs forward and stops the shaman.  Some of the villagers grab hold of Brihannala and threaten to kill him.  Radha and Hidimba fight off the villagers holding Sikandi and pull him to safety.  Then they unmask and reveal themselves.)
HIDIMBA:   Stop!  You wanted me for the sacrifice.  Well, here I am.
VILLAGERS:   Hidimba!
URVASI-SHAMAN:   Seize the woman!  We will not have time to prepare her.  The hour of the sacrifice has almost passed.  (He raises his knife.)
BRIHANNALA:  (Grabbing the knife and throwing it aside.)  You don’t know what you’re doing.  First you wanted to sacrifice Hidimba, then Sikandi, now it’s Hidimba again.  It doesn’t seem to matter who you kill!
RADHA:   (To Villagers)  No, it doesn’t.  He just needs to kill someone to make you believe in his power.  But look the time has come and gone.  The hour of the sacrifice is over.
VILLAGERS:  (Wailing)  We have lost our chance for rain.  We are all going to perish.  And it’s all your fault. (Some point at Hidimba, some at Radha, some at Sikandi, some at Brihannala)
URVASI-SHAMAN: (Pointing at Hidimba and Radha)  Seize those women.  They must be punished for entering the sacred place.  They have defiled the sacred grounds. (Villagers grab hold of Radha and Hidimba just as it begins to rain)
BRIHANNALA:   Stop!   Can’t you feel the rain?
SIKANDI:   It’s raining!  It’s raining!  You don’t have to kill for rain.
VILLAGERS:  (Feeling the rain on their bodies)   I feel the raindrops.  It’s raining!  It’s raining!  (They revel in the rain for a few moments)
RADHA:  (Turning to Shaman)  You knew it was going to rain and you wanted us to believe that you had the power to make it rain.  You blamed Hidimba for the drought.
HIDIMBA:   I don’t have any power to control nature.  Neither do you.  But we both know how to read the sky.
RADHA:   That is something we can all learn.  Instead of being victims of our fears, we can learn to understand and take control of our lives.  Then we will be free.
KUNTHI-VILLAGER:    I am glad it is raining.  I don’t know why the ancestors took pity on us … 
GANGA-VILLAGER:   It was because our Shaman was threatened.  They did it to save his life.
RADHA:   No, that’s not true.  It had nothing to do with ancestors and shamans and magic.
(Kunthi begins a chant in praise of the ancestors and the shaman.  The villagers carry him off on their shoulders in triumph. Radha stands gaping incredulously.)
HIDIMBA: (Laughing)  There you are.  You have exploded the myth.  (She puts an arm around Radha) Oh, give up Radha.  You can’t change everything.
RADHA:   Yes, I can and I will.  I believe that we can turn this world into an Eden again and I am going to work for that.
SIKANDI:   Radha, you are right.  I will help you.
BRIHANNALA:   So will I. 
HIDIMBA:   She’s not asking for much.  She just wants to change the world.
BRIHANNALA: Hidimba, I understand why you are cynical.  We talk about freedom and yet we are full of prejudices.  I was actually willing to believe you were a witch.  Please forgive me.
HIDIMBA:  Nothing to forgive.  Actually, I am a witch.  (The others laugh)  I am you know.  I don’t live in cages the way you do.  That’s why people pick on me.  They envy me my freedom.
RADHA:   But then you’re all alone.
HIDIMBA:   And free.  (Exits laughing and singing, I have overcome)
RADHA: (Shouting after her)  Not if you’re alone.
SIKANDI: (Looking out over audience) Someone is coming.  Is it another escapee from the Epic?
BRIHANNALA:   It’s Draupadi.
RADHA:  (Running forward)  She’s come back.  I’m delighted. This calls for a celebration. I’ll round up the others. (Exits) 
BRIHANNALA:  (Coming forward to greet Draupadi)  Have you come back to stay?
DRAUPADI:  (Wearily)   Yes.
SIKANDI:   I’m glad.
DRAUPADI:   You’re glad!  I thought I was in your way.
SIKANDI:   No.  We need you here.
BRIHANNALA:   I felt very guilty when you went away.  I thought it was my fault.
DRAUPADI:   No, it was my fault.  I didn’t really understand.  I was no better than Vyasa and the characters from the Epic.
BRIHANNALA:   Why do you say that?
DRAUPADI:   Because of how I feel about you.
SIKANDI:   I think I’ll go and help Radha.
DRAUPADI:   No, please stay.  This concerns you too.  I was jealous of you.
BRIHANNALA:   We didn’t blame you.
DRAUPADI:   But I blamed you.  I felt you betrayed me.  What I didn’t realise was that I had blamed you even in the Epic.  I never admitted it, even to myself.  I was deeply wounded when you insisted on sharing me with your brothers.  Even after your mother admitted that she had spoken impulsively and in ignorance, you made us all adhere to her words.
BRIHANNALA:   But I didn’t have a choice.
DRAUPADI:   I understand that now.  You were bound by the structure of the Epic and so was I.  That is why I kept silent.
SIKANDI:   Did you speak up when you went back now?
DRAUPADI:   I still couldn’t.  I was back in that structure, locked into that pattern again.  But this time I was aware of it.  I found I was standing outside of myself, watching myself going through the motions.  I couldn’t get involved.  I could see that we were all in cages of customs and traditions.
BRIHANNALA:   But we need customs and traditions.
DRAUPADI:   Not dead ones.  When they lose their meaning and become magical rites that we perform out of superstitious fear, they distort and deform us.
SIKANDI:   What about the others in the Epic?  Don’t they question?
DRAUPADI:   I don’t know.  Perhaps they feel alienated but they don’t question.  I looked at Gandhari and I thought she was right to wear a blindfold.  That way she could close her eyes to her oppression.  (Uncertainly)  But perhaps she was wearing the blindfold because she was grateful to have her life structured for her.
SIKANDI:   Whatever her reason, she cannot be herself.
DRAUPADI:   I am glad that even in the Epic, I was not a subservient woman like her.  I wouldn’t be here now, if I had been.
BRIHANNALA:   I wouldn’t be here either if I had been straight throughout the Epic.
DRAUPADI:   That is the way I wanted you.  (Brihannala moves away from her slightly.)   When I went back to the Epic, I realised that I had been programmed to want you: a romantic ideal, Arjun, hero, protector, lover, destroyer in one.  An illusion. Was my love an illusion too?  As long as I am confused about that, I do not feel I have genuine love to offer.  I have to work my way out of illusion. So I still have a long way to go.
BRIHANNALA:   (Taking her hand) Draupadi, I love you … you are my beloved sister, my friend, my mentor.
DRAUPADI:  (Taking Sikandi’s hand and placing it over Brihannala’s)  And I will learn to love you both as friends and brothers.  I am happy that you have found yourselves and each other.
 (All the other players rush in)
KUNTHI:  (Rushing to embrace Draupadi)  Draupadi, I am so glad you have come back.
GANGA:  (Embracing Draupadi)  My dear sister, we missed you dreadfully.
HIDIMBA:   So you flew the coop again.
SUBHADRA:   (Embracing Draupadi) I am so happy to see you. If you hadn’t come back, I think I would have weakened and gone back too.
RADHA:   Rubbish, you’ve been having too much fun here.  (Embracing Draupadi) I’m glad the old sergeant major has returned.
DRAUPADI:   (Laughs)  When I went back, I kept looking for you.  I missed your wisdom and advice.  It was hard to know that I could never speak to you because you were only a footnote.
RADHA: So you came back for me.  And here I thought you were pining for Brihannala.
DRAUPADI:   I missed you all and most of all, I missed myself.  (She flings off sari and wig)  Burn these.  I never want to see them again.
KUNTHI:   No, no, they go back into the museum.
DRAUPADI:   And this time they’ll stay there.
HIDIMBA:   I thought this was a celebration.  Where’s the music?
RADHA:   Hidimba, of all people, going for a stereotyped ending!  What’s happening here? (They sing and dance)


THE END
