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ABSTRACT 

 
The year 2015 began with the greatest number of displaced people across the globe since 

the Second World War. More than ever, those of us who have lacked the luxury of a place to call 

“home” yearn for stories and performances that connect us across conflicted borders.  In 

response to this global crisis, I joined forces with Kolkata based Arts Collective Chaepani, whose 

work centers around topics of migration and crossing cultural barriers. Together, we have to date 

created six multilingual plays and performance pieces that grapple with border topics and forge 

profound cross-cultural connections. We tour our shows to multiple sites of border strife. In each 

location, we invite community members to share their stories so that we might pay them homage 

on stage, thus evolving our project as we move through diverse communities. As we travel, our 

stories, our language(s) and the very rhythms of our lives intersect and deepen.  

“Intimate Acts of Translation” is a “Praxis as Research” (PAR)-themed dissertation that 

draws upon my ongoing collaboration with Chaepani and demonstrates a multi-step 

methodology for intercultural performance practice. “Intimate Acts of Translation” argues that, 

in order to connect people across cultural and national borders, we must interrogate our esthetic, 

linguistic, and cultural biases, and embrace performative realities that emerge from the rhythms 

of migration, diaspora and border spaces. I analyze how touring diverse border spaces shapes our 

affective experience of performing, and, in turn, guides us and our audiences to navigate what 

Gayatri Spivak calls “the double bind” of cultural conflict and inequity. Each chapter of 

“Intimate Acts of Translation” describes one of Chaepani’s performance projects as a 
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methodological case study, framing each method in terms of both performance theory and 

practice. Each case study describes specific practices of multilingual scripting, intercultural and 

physical acting, and hybridized forms of dance and music and reveals how these techniques 

transform cultural barriers into spaces of intercultural intimacy.  
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Introduction 
 

 
1. Illustration: some Chaepani members break during a long technical rehearsal 

The Beginning - Finding Chaepani 

In the spring of 2016, I received a message that would change the course of my life. The 

message came from my academic advisor Dr. Debra Castillo, inviting me to join forces with a 

group of international theatre practitioners to co-write a play about migration, and then to take 

this play on tour to several national borders. For this project, five of us on the American side, 

hailing from four respective continents, would partner with a Kolkata-based performing arts 

collective called Chaepani. We would collaboratively write the play via email and Skype. Then, 

in order to stage the play, we would all meet in India. 

I jumped at the opportunity, and indeed we wrote and performed our play, the process of 

which I will describe in my first chapter. What I did not know when I received that initial 

message was that this one project would prove the first of many collaborations between me and 

the members of Chaepani. While I had been directing and performing for twenty years in and 
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around NYC, halfway across the world, in South Kolkata, I found my artistic home. Over the 

past four years we, the members of Chaepani and I, have staged six projects together, all of 

which grapple with migration, borders, comparative diaspora, interlingualism and the very 

intimate losses and gains of living in cultural multiplicity.  

When I joined Chaepani, my already bi-cultural soul split itself, gloriously and painfully 

into three. I had spent my life between my two native cities of New York and Amsterdam. Now, 

Kolkata laid claim on me, as well.  

Chaepani 

 
2. Illustration: Chaepani members and colleagues give thanks after a festival performance 

 
 

Chaepani is a performance collective that was officially founded in 2013 by a group of 

like-minded performing arts professionals with a range of skills and backgrounds. Company 

members say, however, that they had been working on projects continuously, if unofficially, 

since the year 2001. There are as many as forty artists affiliated with Chaepani. In my work, I 

have primarily collaborated with the following company members: 

Avirupa Bhaduri, stage, film, voice and radio actor and educator 

Amlan Chadhuri, stage, film, and voice actor, physical/movement artist and educator 

Chayan Chakraborty, musician, singer and composer 
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Debaroti Chakraborty, stage/film/voice actor, dancer, choreographer, scholar 

Bijaybrata Jyoti, technical and IT director 

Bishantak Mukherjee, actor/dancer (age 11) 

Gorki Mukherjee, musician, composer, sound designer 

Totini Mukherjee, actor, singer, writer (age 13) 

Ritam Nandy, actor, dancer, singer, designer 

Sayantani Raychaudhuri, actor, singer 

Somdutta Roy, singer, musician 

Debashish Sen Sharma, director, actor, writer, filmmaker 

Daniel Subrato, singer, writer, actor, dancer 

In the case studies I will feature in the coming chapters, we collaborated with many other 

people, especially as we toured our show Root Map. We worked together most closely and 

consistently with my long-time sound designer James David Jacobs and our mentor and 

dramaturg Dr. Debra Castillo. 

Loosely translated, Chaepani means “tea and water”. As Chaepani members have 

explained to me, in Bengali idiom, both tea and water are deemed basic and essential needs for 

daily life, so we might liken “Chaepani '' to the English idiom “bread and butter”. Chaepani 

views its work as essential as water, and also pleasurable as tea. The following quote comes from 

Chaepani’s website, and summarizes much of the company's mission and general way of 

working: 

Chaepani wants to share stories, stories that are lived, stories that travel across borders - 
geographical and cultural, stories that are in search of one common language, stories that 
celebrate the magic of life. This attempt to forge a common language restores a sense of 
community in the face of differences and fragmentations. The collaborative energy that 
evolves in performing arts can magically work as an alternative mode of education, of 
engaging and building minds. (http://www.chaepani.com) 
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 Indeed, the way the company members work and interact embodies these goals. In fact, 

when I ask members how the company was founded, the answers vary only slightly. Each 

member smiles and says: “We are just a group of friends who really love to be around each other 

and who really love to tell stories. Everytime we do a project, it begins, in part, as an excuse to 

spend more time together sharing our ideas.” 

 This sentiment resonates in every aspect of Chaepani’s work, including its core model of 

collective decision making. This non-hierarchical structure runs opposite to the models used 

most frequently in the United States in which actors are auditioned/vetted and then selected to 

serve a play.  Although it is so ubiquitous in American theatre as to even be considered 

synonymous with it, I had long come to question this “script/project-over-people” model on the 

grounds that it dehumanizes its actors. Having spent my career directing and sometimes acting in 

New York City, I was no stranger to racist, ableist, cis-centric, ageist, misogynistic casting calls, 

the long audition lines, power-hungry casting directors, and the routine abuse of actors in casting 

rooms and even on the not-so-proverbial casting couches. The same replication of toxic 

capitalism and colonialism also governs the subsequent rehearsal processes, which tends to 

mimic corporate systems and power dynamics. 

In Chaepani’s projects, a play or production is chosen by and for the company. Meetings 

and rehearsals emphasize the role of the rehearsal process in bringing the community together. 

Our work is a form of socializing and vice versa. Almost all company members join as many 

rehearsals as they can, whether or not they have official duties in a project. The company is 

intergenerational, which means people of all ages, even younger children, join the process at all 

levels if they wish. Rather than leaving our identities at the door, we come as we are and our 

intersectional selves define the structure of our work.  
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Often, our social justice questions and concerns take us into unexpected directions. While 

its members would deem it primarily a performance collective, Chaepani strives and adapts to 

provide what is needed, at any given moment. This might include offering workshops to 

underserved communities in remote areas, creating protest songs, conducting interviews, creating 

podcasts, and facilitating ceremonies. Most recently, when West Bengal was hit by the biggest 

superstorm it has seen in over 100 years, the company mobilized to provide relief efforts, on the 

ground or via international fundraising. We are artists, first and foremost, by trade and 

temperament, but our objective is service to people and we adapt the genre of this service as best 

we can to meet the needs of any given moment. 

 
3. Illustration: Moments with Chaepani 

Intercultural Performance 
 
 When collaborating with Chaepani on performance, we aspire to the albeit ephemeral 

goal of intercultural collaboration. The word “intercultural” has proven a challenging term to 

define. In his 2016 talk in Zagreb published in Rethinking Interculturalism, Rustom Bharucha 

sets the term against the oft used term “multicultural”. Comparing the terms helps to clarify 
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“interculturalism.” As Bharucha points out, multiculturalism means that multiple cultures exist 

alongside one another. However, “multi” simply indicates this multiplicity but does not speak to 

whether any engagement exists among those multiple cultures. This is one reason that the goal of 

multiculturalism has proven insufficient to, on any level, resolve or even acknowledge cultural 

strife. Simply gathering representation of multiple cultures into a single space meets nothing but 

a cosmetic goal and, when one investigates the impact of cultural inequity innate to most 

multicultural environments, sets the stage for tokenism and other toxic systems.  

In contrast to “multiculturalism”, “interculturalism” speaks to interactivity between 

cultural groups. Idealistically, in Chaepani, we aspire to the creation of work that is intercultural 

both in terms of process and product. Even more idealistically, we aspire to our intercultural 

collaborations yielding positive outcomes such as confronting inequality and nurturing 

connection and compassion between otherwise separate or even divided cultural groups. 

Unfortunately, one encounters many obstacles on the road to interculturalism. Some of these 

obstacles are geographic, as in the physical distances that separate us. Other obstacles are 

economic, such as prohibitive costs of travel or reliable internet connectivity. Some of these 

obstacles are political, as in the restricted mobility between various nations and territories. Other 

obstacles to interculturalism might be linguistic, cultural, aesthetic, and ideological, and these 

can intersect, and manifest in both overt or covert ways.  

In his talk, Bharucha also emphasizes that intercultural performance is “at once necessary 

and impossible.”. While we agree that interculturalism may ultimately prove impossible to 

achieve, as a performance collective, Chaepani continuously travels towards it. Perhaps 

Bharucha is right that interculturalism is “impossible” and thus perhaps even the word 

“idealistic” is an understatement to describe our aspirations. Furthermore, if interculturalism is 
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an impossible or virtually impossible goal, then this would imply that no one has achieved it. If 

this is true, no one can claim to know what interculturalism looks like. Therefore, it would be 

impossible to ever know if and when interculturalism has, in fact, been achieved.  

As one might imagine, the notion of interculturalism’s ultimate impossibility feels quite 

discouraging to an arts collective such as ours.  Yet, Bharucha also emphasizes that intercultural 

performance is necessary. In order to live with the paradox - the double bind - of impossibility 

and necessity, I prefer to think of interculturalism as akin to the study of a new language. This 

metaphor resonates with me because I taught English to non-native speakers for over ten years. 

In my years of teaching I observed that, while most students aspire to achieve fluency in another 

language, “fluency” is a wholly subjective assessment. Even if one can learn enough specific 

vocabulary, idiom, inflection, grammar and pronunciation to “fluently” order a sandwich in a 

New York City deli (which I can assure you is no easy feat), the sense of victory is short lived. 

One quickly discovers that changing any variable of the situation will likely set the speaker back 

several steps. Introducing a new deli clerk, type of bread, condiment, or special deal involving a 

selection of a small beverage or cup of soup drastically changes the conversation. Furthermore, 

the fluency goal shifts completely when the speaker attempts to order a sandwich in another 

location such as Chicago, rural Maine, or for that matter London, Cape Town or Singapore. Also, 

the fluency target moves drastically when the speaker must speak suddenly of a new topic such 

as motorcycle maintenance, abstract art, gardening, love, or life insurance premiums. In fact, as 

we consider all facets of language, one begins to question if one can even claim fluency in one’s 

first or “native” language.  

Language fluency is equally utopian as interculturalism, yet, when I taught ESOL, I 

witnessed countless students from all over the world sign up for language immersions every day.  
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Much the way language learners hope to achieve the ephemeral goal of fluency, we, in 

Chaepani, hope that our performance work moves us closer to the goal of interculturalism. 

Whether we “arrive” at interculturalism or not, we keep reaching for it. Paradoxically, we feel 

most at home in between cultures. We certainly don’t find solace within a singular culture that 

we, due to our own respective legacies of diaspora and exile, never seem to fully claim as home. 

Even when we position ourselves within a singular culture, our eyes intermittently turn the 

horizon. There beyond lies the place we do not know, yet miss. There beyond lies our escape 

route when things turn (too) violent here (again). There beyond is where we have planned to go 

if/when again we are excised. In the absence of a tangible home, we prefer transit. In the absence 

of home, we continue to long. In the absence of home, we perpetually seek to outrun our legacies 

of violence, displacement, and grief.  

Performance techniques offer the tools one needs to navigate the aspirational space of eternally 

aiming to connect. As performers, we take leaps of faith into imaginary spaces, (re)created 

emotions, devised objectives, and the intangibility of the act of transfer, as Diana Taylor 

describes in her book The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the 

Americas, as often nonverbal, ephemeral and complex conveyance within performance and 

communication, at large.  As we continued to collaborate, I observed that, within Chaepani’s 

creative processes, the crafting and sharing of performance serves to help us make sense of the 

complex journeys through borders of culture.  

In the following chapters, I will describe these techniques, centering four Chaepani 

projects as case studies. In order to frame this exploration, I turn to translation theory, 

performance studies and cultural analysis, intercultural and border studies theory. I also draw on 
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some of the experimental roots of our methods which are framed by performance practice 

methodology and, at times, pedagogical methodology.  

Primary Influences and Theoretical Interlocutors  

In order to identify and analyze the methods of intercultural performance making we 

utilize in Chaepani, I have turned, first and foremost, to the perspectives of Chaepani members. 

In the following chapters, you will see that my primary partners also shape my theoretical 

interventions into our methods. My primary collaborator, my partner in all my work, be it 

performance, pedagogy, and scholarship, is Chaepani founding member Debaroti Chakraborty. 

Her voice as artist, educator, and scholar plays a central role in each of these chapters. In 

addition, I credit the now thirteen-year old Totini Mukherjee for her artful and sophisticated 

explanations of culture, language, and mythology, without which many pathways to intercultural 

understanding would have remained closed. In this sense, I consider her teachings to be a largely 

uncite-able primary text that has provided a foundation for my own intercultural journey with 

Chaepani, particularly in Kolkata. Twice, in this text, I reference two master teachers with whom 

I had the privilege to study. One is the late acting teacher and coach Naomi Thornton who taught 

for over fifty years in her own hybrid of variations on Method acting technique. I also reference 

lectures by literary and translation scholar Leslie Morris, who taught translation theory in my 

undergraduate days in the Languages and Literature department at Bard College. In terms of 

theoretical interlocutors, I have turned to support from five primary theorists: Rustom Bharucha, 

Gayatri Spivak, Walter Benjamin, Gloria Anzaldúa, and José Muñoz.  

One of my primary role models in the pursuit of intercultural performance is Rustom 

Bharucha, who has written extensively on the complexity of border crossing in performance. His 
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work takes on numerous examples of Western performing artists who have claimed to create 

intercultural works of performance, particularly in his own native land of India, but who, instead, 

have used and abused Indian culture as their own spiritual-artistic amusement park. On the one 

hand. I engage with his work as a collection of cautionary tales, for me, as Western artist. I have 

pored over his detailed explanations of how intercultural rifts develop, from the perspective of 

his own nation’s border conflicts, and how this can expose potential pitfalls into the intercultural 

artistic process. At the same time, I examine his work from the perspective of a queer, female 

theatre practitioner and director, who has often directed alongside and among straight, cis-male 

directors in a relatively straight, cis-male dominated arena. In this sense, I am particularly 

cognizant of how our respective gender identities color our perspectives on performance and 

performance making processes. 

With her complex rendering of double bind theory, Gayatri Spivak’s work offers me a 

path into the “impossible” terrain of interculturalism in each of the areas to which she applies her 

theories: literary theory, pedagogy, as well as creative practices. Studying the various 

implications of her double bind theory has shaped my methods of intercultural practice, as, 

indeed, the goals of interculturalism are, as Bharucha says, both necessary and impossible. 

When I began my literary studies in college, I aspired to be a translator of poetry and 

dramatic literature. Seeking guidance in translating that which, at the time, I proudly deemed 

“the impossible”, I discovered Walter Benjamin’s The Task of the Translator. At the time, and 

for many years to come, I relied on The Task of the Translator to guide me through linguistic 

translation projects, not to mention to shed light on what I call the “language morass” of my own 

bilingual mind. Now, I still turn to his theories, but not only to address the passage between 
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languages but between cultures and concepts, thus redefining “translation” broadly to apply to a 

range of intercultural acts of transfer.  

 Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands / La Frontera: The New Mestiza, provides my most 

formative example of a text that embodies a border aesthetic and structure. Borderlands / La 

Frontera: The New Mestiza has gifted me a model for how to, not only write or create work 

about borders, but how to hold space for the border itself to dictate the very shape and genre of 

the work. In addition, her essays, in particular her process writing, offers additional 

metacognitive support to the process of creating a style of border text that resonates with me as 

authentic to my own experience of borders. 

Finally, José Muñoz offers perspectives on “flipping the lens” from majoritarian to 

minoritarian identity. In creating performance, Chaepani utilizes this theoretical intervention as a 

practical one, continuously questioning what “gaze” is governing our creative impulses. Often, 

we discover that, while this view is partially inauthentic to our reality, we work encumbered by a 

pressure from a gaze that is not our own; a male gaze, a heteronormative gaze, a white gaze, or a 

colonialist gaze. Most importantly, the migratory process and the border itself offers a radically 

different lens than the default assumption of mono-culturalism and colonialist culture as 

superior. Part of our striving for intercultural collaboration involves “relensing” our perspective 

to honor the gaze from the migratory journey and from the border, itself. 

Methods of Making Intercultural Performance 

Unhindered by obstacles of geography, politics, or natural disasters, my collaborative 

work with Chaepani continues and the methods we explore continuously evolve, deepen, and 

expand. The following chapters draw conclusions from our earliest projects in what I hope will 
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prove a life-long body of work. In the following chapters, I will describe four methods in 

particular: 

1. Embracing and accepting the border as method and to embrace/surrender to the 

(sur)reality of transit/migration as (dis)organizing principle of performance. 

When we create performance relating to migration and/or borders, aspects of transit, 

division, and hybridity shape both our process and our aesthetic. Our work wholly observes and 

incorporates the multi-faceted reality of migration and transit. This means that, in our work, we 

do not seek to remedy the ambiguity, the foreignness, the culture shock, the innate complexity of 

uprootedness. Instead, we absorb these elements into the very blood and bones of our work. 

Rustom Bharucha often says that intercultural performance tends to begin with “the trauma of 

obtaining a visa”. This is certainly so for us in Chaepani we have encountered a range of 

obstacles to cross-national mobility. Other defining features of our collaborative border space: 

distortion of online communication, jetlag, linguistic confusion, and the unpredictability of 

always being in a state of movement and/or a space deemed as no-man’s land. All of these 

elements shape our lives, our process and, by extension, our work. We cannot fully address 

migration and border crossing if we deny the pragmatic and aesthetic impact these experiences 

have on our work. 

2. Exchanging, merging and cross-embodying mythologies and narratives to facilitate 

radical aesthetic inquiry.  

Our personal stories as well as cultural mythologies shape our artistic impulses. In order 

to facilitate intercultural collaboration, we must learn one another’s stories. When working with 

Chaepani, we exchange our formative stories through systems of inter-narrative embodiment, 
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which I describe in chapter two. To simply tell and listen to one another’s stories does not fully 

facilitate the collaborative depth to which we aspire. While we have developed a template system 

of exchange, we never assume to have discovered a fool-proof “formula” and continuously 

invent and reinvent our methods, constantly telling and retelling, and, in doing so, cultivating a 

palimpsestic layering of narrative and aesthetic awareness. Because the experiences of migration 

and borders reveal and necessitate shifting practices, genres, and materials, our methods do not 

bind themselves to particular modes of expression. Just as migration teaches us to engage with 

new foods, new words, new climates, and new tools, our methods of narrative exchange 

acknowledge and facilitate an ongoing state of flux.  

Our narratives reveal the aesthetic foundations and biases that dictate our methods of 

making performance. Our aesthetic profiles are as culturally determined as the language we 

speak, don’t speak or choose to speak or not speak. The cultural complexity of our aesthetic 

impulses proves similar to our intersectional linguistic imprint. Just as migration uproots and 

troubles our linguistic positioning, it also uproots and troubles our aesthetic positioning. 

Chaepani cultivates inter-narrative practices to embrace this aesthetic disruption, to challenge 

aesthetic hegemony, and develop aesthetic hybridities. 

3. Working within the double bind of ingrained cultural histories, biases and inequities.  

Inevitably, the commitment to intercultural collaboration confronts us with asymmetries 

between cultures. These structural inequities have left us and our relationships bearing scars of 

both past and present oppression and colonization. While our ultimate idealistic aspirations likely 

involve “solving” and “healing” the wound of the border and challenging or toppling oppressive 

forces, we must also acknowledge that the same traumas we seek to heal have, in part, created 

the cultures, accents, and languages that largely define us. The problematic elements of our 
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intercultural realities run through the veins of our identities as people and as artists. So deeply 

are these historical networks entangled, that it is not possible to simply remove a troublesome 

element, for that element connects to the very life blood of our work. This contradictory web 

places us in a state of double bind, in which we must learn to function and thrive, neither denying 

the border wound, nor pretending we can simply “fix” it.  

In chapter three, I describe aspects of our creation process that confronted us most 

painfully with the double bind innate to interculturalism. In this chapter, I do not resolve the 

problems of double bind, nor do I aspire to offer solutions. Instead, the only semblance of 

technique I apply here, is an attempt to uncover and explore the roots and results of the cultural 

differences and inequities that both hinder and motivate our creative process. 

4. Honoring cross-cultural and cross-lingual acts of transfer in all their complex and 

unpredictable glory, rather than attempting to create an “equal/same equivalent” in 

translation or interpretation or culture “sharing”. 

Often, when moving between languages, we speak of what is “lost in translation”. We 

tend to both grieve and revere what we perceive as the “untranslatability” of particular words, 

concepts, idioms, or perhaps poems. However, the lamenting of what is “lost”, along with the 

reverence for that which cloaks linguistic particularities, tends to stem from the perspective of 

superiority of homolingualism.  In contrast, interlingualism begins from a different set of 

considerations. Furthermore, the frustration with what is “lost” speaks to an expectation and a 

sense of entitlement in linguistic acts of transfer, thus placing the recipient in the role of 

privileged consumer of the content. In contrast, in an interlingual exchange, we seek to hold 

space for “other” languages, rather than saddling them with our demands.  
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Furthermore, the translation/loss mindset assumes that we might be able to control or 

even fully predict what any particular act might transfer. Instead of holding fast to assumptions 

about cross-lingually transferred content, meaning or feeling, in chapter four, I propose that we, 

instead honor what is, in fact, transferred, as opposed to eternally judging the act on the grounds 

of what is not.  

Once again, I am both literally referring to language, but also leaning on language as a 

metaphor for culture. It is not only words or concepts that may not translate to a precise 

equivalent of their “original” meaning, but also other facets of culture, including music, 

movement, garments, and other conveyors of aesthetics. In chapter four, I speak to embracing an 

intercultural act of transfer on its own terms, thus facilitating a greater intimacy of 

communication when there is no assumed shared verbal or aesthetic language. 

Case Studies 

 In each of the four chapters, I position a performance project as a case study to illustrate 

and analyze each of the above methods of creating intercultural performance. Each of the four 

projects differ considerably from one another in terms of genre, style, and even scope. In the first 

chapter, I describe our first performance, a play called Root Map. This play was created by and 

for Chaepani along with a core team of theatre artists, as well as a rotating, shifting ensemble 

cast and crew.  

In contrast, the second project I describe is a movement duet called Now That 

Separateness Is Unassailable, created and performed by me and Dr. Debaroti Chakraborty. 

While we also toured this production, the core cast of two remained unchanged. While Root Map 

deals with themes of borders and migration on a socio-political scale, Now That Separateness Is 
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Unassailable, grapples with the same themes but through an intimate lens, drawing on aspects of 

our own personal lives and our identities as women. 

In chapter three, I present as a case study, a play I created in collaboration with Debaroti 

and the company. We performed this play, entitled Late for Durga, after and in response to The 

Winged Man, which I describe in chapter four. I have chosen to break the otherwise 

chronological ordering of projects here, because I found the process of engagement with Late for 

Durga particularly illuminating, if retroactively, to our adaptation of The Winged Man. Late for 

Durga addresses the mythology and festival celebrating the Hindu goddess Durga. 

In the fourth chapter, I engage with Chaepani’s production of José Rivera’s play The 

Winged Man. Much like Late for Durga, The Winged Man mobilizes the genre of contemporary 

magic realism, engaging with ancient mythologies and tropes to feature contemporary themes. 

Debaroti adapted Rivera’s original script for an Indian context, highlighting and challenging 

what we assume to be the cultural specificity of its tropes. 

Auto-Critical Perspective 

 One of the first notions I abandon, particularly in the context of intercultural 

engagement, is that one can assume an “objective” perspective. Any semblance, of alleged 

objectivity falls apart in the face of a differing or far flung cultural point of view. For this reason, 

instead of attempting objectivity, I aim to acknowledge my multifaceted subjective position, 

embracing it fully, and in doing so, exposing as much of its limitations as I am, at this moment, 

equipped to perceive. In her essay “On the Process of Writing Borderlands/la Frontera”, Gloria 

Anzaldúa instructs us “to figure out, literally, where your feet stand, what position you’re taking” 

(193).  In each chapter, I take Anzaldúa’s recommendation to heart; before conveying my 
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methods and case studies, I attempt to identify precisely “where I stand”. I do this by beginning 

each chapter with a personal account of a revelatory moment pertaining to each case study. I 

distinguish these accounts from the rest of the chapter both in tone, but also by italicizing them. 

The personal moments I describe tend to reveal the problem or impetus that led to discovering 

and/or developing each method. Since I worked on and co-created each performance project  in 

the role of theatre practitioner, my own artistic involvement inspires an intimate relationship to 

each project, and also each method. This duality of personal artistic stake and critical analysis of 

both inquiry and method, renders this dissertation, at its core, a documentation of “Praxis as 

Research,” that merges my perspective as artist with my perspective as scholar. In each chapter, I 

present these opening personal accounts as a way to introduce each method. By exploring these 

moments via my artist’s perspective, I seek, not only to offer transparency as to my subjectivity, 

but to open the doors wide into what resides within my particular subjective position.  

Some Intimate Acts of Translation 

 
4. Illustration: Post show festivities with Chaepani 

 
Culture shock is a state my body seems to find most familiar; I cannot recall a time when 

I lived without it. One of my earliest memories, while foggy, conjures the image of the interior of 
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a KLM flight between Amsterdam and New York City. With an American father and Dutch 

mother, I grew up with one foot in each country. Perhaps because my mother’s family is Jewish, 

with an ancient history of diaspora, part of me has always taken a migratory state for granted. 

Perhaps because my grandparents were among the only members of their community to survive 

the Holocaust, my inner mapping of the world has always involved spectral escape routes in and 

out of spaces I only ever tentatively called “home”. I do not know if I ever felt a sense of safety. 

 The Dutch poet Jan Jacob Slauerhoff, in one of his most famous poems, Woningloze 

(translated as: home or house-less) writes the following lines, loosely translated by me: 

Only in my poetry can I reside 
Never did I find shelter anywhere else 
 

I relate deeply to this sentiment, finding a kind of solace only in the process of creating 

performance. Furthermore, paradoxically, I seem to find a sense of stability in the destabilizing 

act of travel. Perhaps for this reason, I wrote most of this document in transit; on long plane rides 

from New York City to Kolkata, in an airport hotel in Dubai, on a long stopover in Hong Kong, 

in the Chunnel between London and Amsterdam, a bus between Hamburg and Berlin, waiting in 

a cafe in Old San Juan, a packed sleeper train car in West Bengal...these seem to be the types of 

places that fuel my reflection and analysis. I suspect that my writing might embody some of this 

transitory state as my thoughts seemed to come into focus while waiting anxiously for the 

conductor to return with my passport, bracing against bumpy roads, lying awake with what feels 

like eternal jetlag, looking into the kohl lined eyes of the stern woman who has frisked me three 

times in the Kolkata airport.  

On my third trip out of Kolkata, my third time this woman’s hands literally ushered me 

across the first part of the border back to New York City, I realized I was also wearing kohl. I 

had just changed out of a Sari and into some cotton lycra travel attire, after having offered 
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worship to Saraswathi. This time, after the security guard ran her hands briskly down my body, 

in the privacy of the curtained women’s security booth, she patted my arm once and I thought I 

glimpsed a small smile in the corner of her mouth. I blushed and wondered, by now, did she 

recognize me? Did she know me? 

 
5.  Illustration: Chaepani Meeting 

 
 It never ceases to amaze me how profoundly we find ourselves connecting on and 

through borders. Stripped of parts of, if not all of, our languages, we resort to non-route, 

unhabitual ways to convey and communicate. Inhibitions fall away. The whole body tends to 

awaken to the act of translation as we find ourselves moving, gesturing and perhaps even singing 

to communicate. Unhindered by our cultural shells, we somehow tell each other things we might 

have never told anyone in our own language. Ultimately, while we tend to fixate on it as an 

obstacle, in many ways, the border also represents an unfettered state, a space of deepened truth. 

The very process of crafting performance in and about migration offers us opportunities to 

deconstruct and shift the violent performativity of national borders and to generate productive 

models of reimagining the possibilities of a global existence. In a global political climate that 



   
 
20 
 

hardens national and cultural borders, we aim to transform borders from sites of conflict and 

terror to productive spaces of intimate understanding.  
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Chapter 1 

Root Map 

Prologue 

“Somdutta Sings the Border” 

 
6. Illustration (left): Somdutta Roy, Root Map, Kolkata (2016)  
7. Illustration (right): Rosalie Purvis, Root Map, Ithaca (2017) 

 
This is the moment the border sheltered me. Or maybe this was the moment I crossed the 

border. Or maybe this was the moment I stood, suspended on the border. This was the moment I 

leaned into the border and sought respite there.  

I found myself on stage on one side of the wall of boxes we had created to represent a 

border wall. On the other side Somdutta Roi sang her song. The melody rose plaintively over the 

wall, Bengali lyrics tumbled and leapt through the music and rushed into my waiting arms, as if 

they were “of my own” -- as if they were my own language -- but perhaps more resonant than if 
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they were my own. The lyrics slipped into my embrace and encircled me in return, 

unencumbered and closer because they superseded their own “meaning”.  

Not my mother tongue or native dialect or studied language yet so familiar these sounds 

resonated -- carried in the music, penetrating this wall and connecting me, bonding me to 

Somdutta. 

Somdutta, though we had never spoken, deeply familiar from the moment our eyes locked 

across the room and she smiled at me.  

I had watched her settle into the room, onto the small rug, wrapped in her shawls. I had 

noticed the way she had arranged each shawl with the fluent, wordless, locally tacit language of 

draping so innate to here and so new to me.  

Then, I heard her sing.  

I couldn’t see her now, as this wall stood between us. Yet my yearning wove itself around 

her. This yearning for someone I love but cannot reach -- so deeply familiar. Somehow, I thought 

of laying my face in her skirts and weeping, but we had never spoken. Surrendering, I laid my 

cheek against the wall and closed my eyes. This was the closest I could get to her.  

Surrendering, I wept into the wall. The wall itself was familiar.  

I remembered the wailing wall — a wall I have never seen but that my parents had visited 

well before I was born, when they met in Israel in the early 1970’s. My Dutch-Jewish mother, in 

vain, seeking a safe place to take root after genocide had destroyed her lineage. The wall 

became the one that our newest president had threatened/promised to wrench through the 

already bleeding border wound of the Americas. The wall reminded me of the border between 

North and South Korea that my friend MeeAe knew at some point had abruptly divided her 
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ancestors. The wall became the barrier in my own mind when my parental languages refuse to 

connect in a dream and I wake up waiting for something ephemeral to come into focus.  

The wall became the Berlin wall that had separated me from my closest childhood friend 

Nicky, when I was eight years old and his parents had to go with him back to their native 

Bulgaria. Behind the Iron Curtain, my mother used to explain. That is where Nicky is now. I 

pictured a curtain made of Iron. It looked like a wall. More impenetrable. The image haunted 

me. I didn’t eat much for several days after Nicky left for Bulgaria. I moved the food around on 

my plate with a lump in my throat. My parents took me to the doctor who could find nothing 

wrong with my little eight-year old body. 

“What’s wrong, Rosalie?” He asked. I thought to myself, the thoughts landing numbly, 

matter of factly: 

Nicky is gone. He is behind a big curtain made of Iron. 

I said: 

“My friend is gone…” 

And looked out the window behind the doctor at 106th street in Manhattan a few blocks from 

where Nicky and I had chased imaginary spirits around the fountain at Columbia University just 

a few weeks prior. I leaned my face against the leather office chair: 

 “ I may never see him again.” 

I did see Nicky again. Our families briefly reunited three years later when his father had 

received permission to lecture in the West of Germany. We traveled there to see them. Even 

though my mother avoided entering Germany with her parents’ fear still alive within her.  

I knew we were near the Berlin wall. We didn’t visit the wall then but, by then, I knew it was 

there. I didn’t dare picture the wall, until the day it fell. 



   
 
25 
 

I remember that day. I was 13 years old. Alone at Schiphol Airport. An unaccompanied 

minor about to take KLM to visit my American family. I watched it fall on television, with the 

kind, polite flight attendant who had been enlisted to escort me safely on my flight between my 

own lands.  

I remember being separated from my mother in customs, as we held passports from 

different lands. I, fluent but foreign in her land and she, fluent but foreign in mine.  

Now, here, in our play “Root Map”, as we rehearsed in a small, marble floored 

rehearsal studio in Kolkata, I leaned against this wall. This cardboard box wall. I spoke words 

written by Debaroti about the India-Bangladesh border that had divided HER family. I spoke 

words written by Debashish about being a refugee. Behind me, Carolina and Alejandra danced 

slowly. I thought back to what they had told me about the US-Mexico border. Carolina had 

crossed it in her early childhood with her mother and a coyote. She says she doesn’t remember 

the crossing and that the spectral memory haunts her, as this border has remained an integral 

thread in the fabric of her life. Alejandra grew up beside that border, in Brownsville, Texas. On 

the border, crossing it routinely, unremarkably. As much a part of her day to day life as her own 

home. She grew up learning its techniques, its tricks, its trappings and its nuances.  

All the border stories of all the border walls I had known poured in through the floodgate 

Somdutta’s voice pushed open. I did not understand the words Somdutta sang - but she would 

later tell me that she sang about a spiritual border. Krishna and the boundary between god and 

human. 

The wall could not actually take my weight, for this wall, like so many others, was 

symbolic. In the kind of maddening moment familiar to artists as we look for and thrive 

creatively on conflict and obstacle, I was grateful for the wall -- this crude rendition of a wall to 
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find form to conjure the sublimated tears of memory, of separation, of search and longing for 

lost loved ones, the grandparents my mother never knew, the parents my stepfather lost on the 

border when they were betrayed by the cheating 1942 European version of a “coyote”. The song 

opened paths between borders and echoed with phantom notes of multiple cultural resonances 

and the resonances of diasporic rhythms and pitches, twisting and turning in the music  

Here, on stage, by this cardboard wall, this replica of all the borders we could envision, 

we were not alone in our respective exiles. Here we were free to weep for the borders together. 

Root Map  

 
8. Illustration: Root Map, Kolkata, 2016 

 
My first collaboration with Chaepani was the creation of the play Root Map. It was 

during the process of creating this first project that our methods of intercultural performance 

making began to take shape. We spent our first collaborative months separated from one another 

by borders of distance, nation, language, and culture, or in migration towards one another and 

then towards our audiences around the globe. Because of the migratory state of our production, it 

was during Root Map that we began to discover overlapping and shared series of border and 
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migration-related impulses, images, and ideas.  In this chapter, I will outline our process of 

creating Root Map. I will describe how our process and ever-evolving performances embodied 

the spirit of the migratory paths and border spaces in and from which it was created. I will 

outline how our process of cross-border co-creation and performance taught us to follow the first 

step in our outlined methodology: to embrace and accept the border as a method and to 

embrace/surrender to the (sur)reality of transit/migration as (dis)organizing principle of 

performance. 

 
9.Illustration: Root Map Finale, El Paso, 2017 
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The Root Map Company  

 
10. Illustration: Root Map Company, Kolkata, 2016 

 
When we started creating our project, Dr. Castillo had assembled a core team of people 

with whom to begin our process. That group shifted over the course of the year. Many different 

collaborators entered and then exited the process. By the time we met in person to rehearse our 

first draft of the Root Map script, a final team had established itself. Our core members hailed 

from India and the Americas. Debaroti Chakraborty and Debashish Sen Sharma, two founding 

members of Chaepani, an arts collective from Kolkata. From the United States: Rosalie Purvis, 

Carolina Osorio Gil. Each collaborator has experienced a complexity of heritage and place. 

Debaroti and Debashish both are descended from Bangladeshi refugees to India. I grew up 

traveling between my two native countries, the US and the Netherlands. My mother’s parents are 

Jewish Holocaust survivors and had resettled in the Netherlands after their liberation. My mother 

set out for Israel in the late 1960s, in search of her roots/future in Israel. There, with fate working 

against her script, rather than marry an Israeli soldier and birth the new Jewish generation on a 

Kibbutz, she met and fell in love with my father, a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant musician from 

Western Pennsylvania. In this way, my mother found herself in the USA, inadvertently joining a 

different strain of diaspora in NYC for some time. Carolina migrated from Colombia and across 
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the US border when she was three years old and grew up in the US, eventually also traveling 

frequently back to Colombia.  

Later in our process, we were joined by Alejandra Rodriguez and Elaigwu Ameh. 

Alejandra grew up on the US - Mexico border in Brownsville, Texas. Her mother immigrated 

there from Mexico. Elaigwu Ameh, temporarily and partially resides in the US for his studies but 

lives primarily in his native country of Nigeria, where he spends significant time working in 

displaced persons camps. In El Paso we worked with Gabriela Tellez, a singer who lives between 

Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, Texas, and her son Octavio, a student at the University of Texas, El 

Paso. Finally, in our final production in Akwesasne, we were joined by Abe Thomas Francis 

who, as a member of the Mohawk nation, grew up in Akwesasne, which stands divided by the 

US-Canada Border.  

In addition, many members of our company joined us briefly during our process. Gloria 

Majule from Tanzania, Rocio Anica from Southern California, and J. Michael Kinsey who grew 

up in the southern part of the United States. Each temporary company member left behind some 

imprint on the creative process.  

 
11. Illustration: Root Map Company, Ithaca, 2017 
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Migrascapes and Their Inhabitants 

 
12. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty, Touring with Chaepani, West Bengal, 2017 

 

 As the emerging Root Map team worked together using a number of narrative and 

esthetic exchange techniques to generate our script, our stores revealed patterns in our 

experiences of national borders both first hand and ancestral. We discovered common 

perspectives on what I refer to as “migrascapes”; the at times nearly iconic landscapes of 

migration. The bio-political, socio-political reality of most migrant journeys transform oceans, 

jungles, cities, border checkpoints into harrowing obstacles. Our common perspectives on these 

migrascapes united us in overcoming their challenges within the context of our performance.  

These migrascapes form the backdrop and also shape the esthetic of the nonfictional as well as 

fictional rendering accounts of migrant journeys. We can see these migrascapes emerge in Root 

Map, but also other migration-driven plays and films such as Elia Suleiman’s tri-lingual film 

Divine Intervention and Naomi Izuuka’s play Anonymous. On the one hand, these texts create a 

somewhat universal understanding of migrascapes. On the other hand, each migrascape shapes 

and dictates their own esthetic and structural tendencies and thus criteria.  
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While our team hailed from nearly every continent, all our border stories tended to 

include similar and related migrascapes and also the same casts of archetypical players who 

inhabit these migrascapes. Some of these players include: children, women and animals crossing 

the borders and, in contrast, the gatekeepers or guards.  

Border Guards 

 
13. Illustration Root Map, Kolkata, 2016 

 

 As we created Root Map, we processed our many experiences of border gatekeeping, 

particularly in the form of guards who appear in archetypal form as authoritative but ultimately 

fallible figures, bearing some archetypal likeness to a Police Officer puppet in a Punch and Judy 

show. Throughout the course of the play, the guards seem to gradually lose face. The first scene 

establishes the tenuousness of their authority: 

(The migrants are running about the stage now, lost, looking for a familiar face. Music 

plays and both in and against the rhythm, they approach one another, finding, over and 

over again, a sea of strangers. Carolina and Elaigwu have put on their guard uniforms 

and are attempting to organize the migrants into some sort of manageable system. 
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Together, speaking over each other and/or in unison; Carolina blows her whistle in little 

toots along with music. They approach individual migrants and ask: 

Citizen or foreigner? 

Chicken or veg? 

(other questions) 

(The Guards USC facing audience. Carolina blows whistle to stop music and the two 

guards call out these categorizations. Note: these lines can be partially or completely 

improvised location-specifically. The migrants run across the stage, trying to figure out 

where they belong. Some of them may not even understand what the guards are saying 

and have no choice but to follow the other migrants as best they can, guessing about 

where they should be at any given moment.) 

Guard Carolina 

Citizens to the left -- foreigners to the right! 

Guard Elaigwu 

Foreigners to the left -- citizens to the right! 

Guard Carolina: 

Boys to the Left -- girls to the right! 

Guard Elaigwu 

Madchens to the right - Bambinos to the left! 

Guard Carolina 

Cows to the left -- peasants to the right! 

Guard Elaigwu 

Cat people to the right - Dog people to the left! 
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Guard Carolina 

Poezern to the right -- Gatos to the left! 

Guard Elaigwu: 

Desert to the left -- Jungle to the right! 

Guard Carolina 

Bus to the right -- plane to the left! 

Guard Elaigwu 

Birds to the left -- Ornithologist to the right! 

Guard Carolina 

Pedestrians to the right -- bicycles to the left! 

(Carolina blows whistle) 

 (Talking over one another trying to make an orderly structure but honestly not 

sure what it ought to look like) 

Line up against the wall! 

Wait 

Sit against the wall 

Stand against the wall  

Left hand up 

Knees together  

Toes apart 

Chins down 

Right hand to the belly 

Eyes up  
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Keep chins down! 

Ok fine chins up.  

Carolina 

Stand up 

(Carolina then gives the migrants instructions that resemble a popular dance such as the 

Macarena. The migrants follow, not knowing that they are engaging in this dance. 

Finally, Carolina signals for the band to play the Macarena and the migrants follow 

along again, still not aware that they are dancing for the entertainment of the guards.) 

(Root Map) 

 The scene exposes the fact that, while they are expected to hold the power in the scene, 

the guards themselves are not sure how to engage with the rituals that their “unseen higher 

power” would like them to follow. In fact, while they seem to know that such rituals are required 

of them, they do not know precisely what these rituals entail and thus are forced to rely on their 

own instincts, which often prove guided by facile, personal motivations rather than larger 

political goals. Personal fears and desires creep in and reveal the humanity of the guards. They 

fear their own potential failure to organize and control the migrants and so they continue to issue 

them more and more orders, none of which seem to reassure the guards that they have succeeded 

in their task. Perhaps to distract themselves from their sense of failure, the guards follow the 

whims of their own entertainment when they teach the migrants the Macarena. This absurd and 

unauthoritative display of power reveals the arbitrary nature of their orders and also emphasizes 

the aspect of the border “dance.” The guards attempt to choreograph and organize the migrants 

but find that they are not effective choreographers. This seems to frustrate the guards and keep 

them in a cycle of giving orders, noticing their futility, and delivering more orders hoping to 
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make up for the previous ones. The migrants seem more than willing to follow the guards’ 

instruction. They have not realized the weakness of the guards’ hold on power. The fact that the 

guards cannot even effectively govern a willing group of migrants gives the impression of 

inexperience, a new border, and perhaps even a new migrant crisis. Indeed, Root Map responds 

directly to the recent unprecedented surge in migration the world over and the fact that we find 

borders straining at the seams to contain and detain those who flock there. 

Women Crossing the Border  

 
14. Illustration: Alejandra Rodriguez and Rosalie Purvis, Root Map, Kolkata, 2016 

 
 

Root Map features multiple generations of women crossing or finding themselves 

separated in migrascapes or by borders and their presence as archetypes reveal another layer of 

absurdity of the border’s political determination. In the face of a patriarchal hegemony of 

borders, the women expose, often by their very presence, a contrasting mode of interaction that 

disarms our view of the border, particularly its gatekeeping systems.    
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 The themes of women at the border and the “femininity” of the border crosser set against 

the “machismo” of the guards comes up in nearly all of our generative narratives. In our script, 

the guards find themselves stumped by a female border crosser: 

(The Guards pull Davanama out of the line and throw her onto the ground where she 

kneels.) 

Border Guard 1: 

Name? 

Davanama: 

Pramōdavanamā Kō Barḍa  

Border Guard 1: 

Say it again? 

Davanama: 

Pramōdavanamā kō barḍa, sir.  

Border Guard 1: 

How do you write this? 

Davanama: 

I am sorry but I don't know in your language.  

Border Guard 2: 

What does it mean? 

Davanama: 

It means bird of paradise. 

Border Guard 1: 

(guffaws) 
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Your name is “Bird Paradise”? Let me see your papers. 

(she pulls out a paper from her clothing and shows him) 

Border Guard 2: 

I can’t read this. What do I call you? Bird? 

Davanama: 

My name is...my name speaks to the one we see in my country a lot.  

(Music begins to play and Davanama dances a beautiful dance as she tries to 

show him with her body and dance the way a bird of paradise flower looks.) 

There is the long body and then the head, the face, she unfolds like this, with red pieces 

she looks up as she unfolds...she… 

(Two other female migrants join the dance, trying to help Davanama to 

communicate the meaning of her name.) 

Female Migrant 2: 

Blooms. She blooms. The flower blooms like this… 

Female Migrant 1: 

...with the red…she blooms a fiery red. 

Border Guard 2: 

(The music and dancing are beautiful, and the guards find themselves carried 

away. But then they realize that they are not staying on task. Guard 2 abruptly 

interrupts the music and dancing trying to get back to business) 

Ok so it's a flower. I see. Write flower.  

(Other guard laughs) 

Border Guard 2: 
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Ok so that's not a good name. What's a good flower name? 

Border Guard 1: 

Poppy. A Poppy is a red flower. She probably means a poppy. Write that her name is 

Poppy.”  

(Root Map) 

 
15. Illustration: Davanama (played by Debaroti Chakraborty) explains herself to the 
guards with other migrants behind her, Root Map, Kolkata, 2016 
 

In this scene, the guards use far more force than would be necessary to control this unarmed and 

un-dangerous woman. The exchange contains primarily verbal but also some physical violence 

as Davanama is wrenched out of a line of migrants and roughly pulled to the front. Even though 

Davanama is unarmed, the guards indicate that they fear her and put up a defense. In contrast to 

or perhaps enhancing their wariness of the Davanama, the guards find themselves carried away 

by the beauty of the emotion she expresses. At the same time, the guards do not seem capable of 

understanding what drives Davanama in her migratory process. The guards become carried away 

by the dancing and storytelling of the women but are sure to “snap out of it”. 
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Animals Crossing the Border 

 
16, 17. Illustrations: The Cow (Rosalie Purvis), Root Map rehearsals, Kolkata, 2016 

 
  Root Map also includes another common theme in our stories of migration which is that 

of animals crossing borders and the absurdity of the border in contrast with the animals who do 

not understand borders as “concept”.  Both animals and children as purveyors of borders reveal 

the counterintuitive and arbitrarily crafted nature of the border itself.  

 In the following scene where we see the guards in Root Map, they are not able to 

overcome the figure who crosses the border. In this case, the figure is an animal. The cow can 

cross the border in a way that humans cannot. She demonstrates a power of persuasion that 

exceeds even that of the women in the Davanama scene: 

(As the migrants are shuffled from side to side by the guards’ orders, one migrant stays 

on all fours, unaffected. She is wearing a cow costume and chews her cud, staring 

contentedly off into space.) 

 Guard Elaigwu: 

Also the cow is so peaceful. She stands there, staid. Noble really    
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 Guard Carolina: 

Chewing her cud. Unimpressed. 

 Guard Elaigwu: 

What is your name? 

 Guard Carolina 

What is your name? 

 Guard Elaigwu: 

WHAT IS YOUR  NAME ?! 

 

(The cow stops chewing. Pause. She swallows. Pause. She begins chewing again. While 

the cow continues peacefully chewing her cud, they speak over each other, crouching down on 

either side of her, with phrases like the following, including in French and Spanish) 

Guards: 

What is your name? 

Answer me!! 

Where are you going? 

Where do you come from? 

Are you a terrorist? 

Are you planning to kill the president? 

Give me your papers! 

Answer me!! 

ANSWER ME! 

You are a COW! 
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I said YOU ARE A COW! 

Do you hear me? 

You are a Stupid stupid cow! 

You are a stupid cow! 

Did you hear me, cow? 

What is your name!? Stupid idiotic fool cow!  

STUPID! COW! 

Guard Carolina: 

GORUuuuuuuuuuuuuu! 

(The cow pauses chewing. Swallows. Stands up and turns in slow circle before coming 

back to C and kneeling down again. slowly and calmly. With great care, brings her nose 

and mouth to the ground and takes another mouthful of grass and begins chewing slowly 

on this grass. She picks a handful of food from her pocket and eats that. She reaches in 

the other pocket and pulls out a small globe. Beautiful, passionate Music plays. The Cow 

stands up and sings with all her heart. She sings in cow language using “Moo” sounds 

and displaying the globe as if she is pleading with the audience to save the world. She 

ends her Mooing by singing the word “Mundo!” Everyone claps, including the guards, 

as she bows.) (Root Map) 

The cow, in spite of or perhaps because of her un-human-ness, is the only figure to win over the 

guards’ respect, symbolically disarming them. In reality, while governments build walls, fences 

and bureaucratic structures to create and enforce national borders, animals cross daily, unscathed 

and generally unnoticed. The fact that animals are able to make these crossings heightens the 

powerlessness of the guards and causes us to question what “higher power” they have been 
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charged to serve. This struggle to identify and uphold power in the face of women and animals 

emphasizes the performativity of the dance of the border and the subsequent disruptions of the 

border performance reveal how arbitrary they are and begs the question, as one of the migrants in 

Root Map asks: “What are these borders for?” 

Children Witnessing and Exposing the Border 

 
18. Illustration: Mural by Artist JR, border fence along Tecate, Mexico (the Rise of Jr.) 

 
As we worked on Root Map, we found ourselves tending to view the border through the 

perspective of children and then, in turn, paint the border as it resonates with children. Media 

discourse on borders responds to and harnesses the impact of children in this discourse. When 

three-year old Syrian/Kurdish Aylan Kurdi’s body washed up on the Turkish shore in September 

of 2015 (Ahmad), the discourse of refugee protections shifted. While we may realize that 

hundreds of children die in political conflict and in migration daily, the image of a child creates a 

barometer of ethical awareness, sheds light on a darkened conscience. In the summer of 2018, 

media images of children in caged facilities at the U.S.-Mexico border awakened a frenzied 

response to U.S. immigration policy. (Harvey). By the same token, government propaganda 

campaigns utilize images of children to endear the public to members of refugee groups they 

wish for the public to embrace and welcome. The ethics of this appropriation of the child as 

symbol holds a powerful but also a relatively one-dimensional, and at times exploitative, role in 
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the discourse of borders. “The child” is relegated to a blank slate upon which adults project, 

render and process their own charged relationship to the border “wound”.   

 
19. Illustration: Rehearsal for Root Map with Totini Mukherjee, Kolkata, 2016 

 
 

In order to involve the valuable perspective of the child, in Chaepani, we privilege the 

voices and creative children in the process of making art. In contrast with solely responding to 

the child as symbol, the process of collaborating with children in rehearsal and performance 

demands and creates subtle and complex intergenerational communication skills. Throughout our 

collaborations with Chaepani, our rehearsals include the presence of a multi-generational group 

of company members and their families. Time and time again, the presence of children in the 

rehearsal room transformed the conversations, the process, and even the developing stories. As 

children observe our process or play alongside the work, their own exercising of storytelling and 

response begin to form in conjunction with the production. Their movements and palpable 

energies tend to form barometers of narrative efficacy. They sense when something is shifting, 

and they sense when there is a significant moment.  

Since so many of our own narratives of borders involved our own childhood memories 

and perspectives, early in the script, Root Map introduces a child into the story. In most of the 

productions, we placed the child in the audience or some other unexpected location and her 
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appearance as a member of the play was a surprise. Often, we clad this child in lights so that she 

lit up and appeared as a beacon of hope as well as a shimmering gaze into nostalgia. 

 In the Kolkata production, our child was played by Chaepani company member Totini 

Mukherjee, who was already, at age nine, a seasoned performer with a substantial stage presence 

and utterly disarming singing voice. Her on stage instincts were sharply honed and mature and 

she shaped the role of “the child”, leaving behind a legacy for each subsequent child.  In 

rehearsal, she would often draw scenes and responses to the play. It was as if she became a 

participant in our process of story and esthetic exchange, even though she was unaware of this 

herself. She drew a rendition of one scene where two women dance together and are ultimately 

divided by a barrier of religion. On her drawing she wrote: religion should not divide us. She 

also drew the new company members, as if she were getting to know them in this way. So 

steadfast and “magical” was her focus on the drawing process, we decided that she ought to draw 

throughout the play, sitting on the other side of our border wall. 

 In fact, Totini’s observation of the scenes in the play, all based on reality of borders, 

gradually made us aware that the perspective of the child watched over all of this -- witnessed 

the absurdity, the grief and at times the terror of the border. Without our intervention, Totini’s 

point of view on the events on stage very much resembled our own -- the ones we had recalled 

from our own respective childhoods. In each production following, the role of the child as 

“witness” deepened.  
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20. Illustration: Totini Mukherjee with one of her paintings, Kolkata, 2017 
 
 

 In our performance of Root Map in Akwesasne, the child stands staring at the actions of 

the guards. In this production the guards see her and become both humbled and frightened by her 

gaze. It is the eyes of the child witness that finally send the guards away from the wall they have 

themselves destroyed. 
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Aspects of the Process Mimicking Borders; Mediations in Media - 
Screens as Borders  

 
21. Illustration: Chaepani members rehearsing cross-nationally, via screens, NYC and 

Kolkata, 2017 
 

 As we met in our early sessions, we communicated primarily via Skype and email. It 

amazed us how productively we collaborated in our Skype sessions, in spite of the fact that they 

posed obstacles when viewed through the lens of the expectation of how collaborations unfold in 

person. As this was our only way to “meet” in real time, we arranged to do so early and often. 

This would involve calculating the unwieldy time difference of ten and a half hours between 

New York and Kolkata and then determining which contingent would wish to appear early in the 

morning or late at night. In those early sessions I recall drinking in Debashish and Debaroti’s 

screen/video personae with such thirst, finding in them, at times the answers, and perhaps even 

more soothing; the questions I had been asking for so long. These questions might have taken 

form in the script as: What are these borders for? How will we ever make our way home? Where 

IS home? 
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 Even our earliest discussions felt so fruitful that we began to long to be closer, to rehearse 

alongside one another in the same room, in the same time zone. While we were grateful for the 

options it provided, we experienced the screen as a border. With its many flaws and foibles, this 

border amused but also troubled us. We discussed our shared preoccupation with borders and a 

homesickness or mourning we had felt for some place or someone from which we had been 

separated. This new technological border evoked memories of these separations. At times, 

therefore, we longed to cross the border of distance sooner than we could for we knew we were 

destined to collaborate virtually for the next year if not longer. At the same time, we absorbed 

the reality of the dual nature of the virtual meetings; both the divide and the connections it posed, 

along with its particularities of modality, eventually relegated the screen-space to a migrascape 

in its own right.  

While we didn’t, at this early phase, know the form our first collaborative project would 

ultimately take, we knew that the work revolved around separateness, among other things. 

Therefore, we determined that, rather than fight it, we would embrace the tenuousness of our 

virtual contact. Instead of lamenting the sometimes blurry or frozen screen, sound delay or 

breaks in service, we incorporated these elements into our process. For example, at one point, 

Carolina led us in some group exercises that involved improvisational movement and voice and 

mimicry or interpretation of one another’s gestures and vocalizations. If the screen froze for part 

of a movement or the microphones stilted and distorted our voices at times, we made this a part 

of our sequences, embodying them and thus also reflecting back to one another each element of 

distance. These exercises that involved copying, interpreting and mirroring one another’s 

gestures are designed to create intimacy and listening strategies in a similar way as the esthetic 

and story exchanges. In this case, the obstacles we encountered -- the miraculous but also 
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“flawed” technological bridge to our distance embedded itself in between the give and take of 

our exchanges. The screen, the virtual migrascape of this border, along with our attempt to cross 

it, created a layered hybridity that mimics the migration process. The “border” of the virtual 

technology wove itself into the experience of attempting to connect and its stiltedness. 

 Virtual communication began to shape itself into an esthetic, and the virtual aspect of our 

process began to lodge itself into our narratives and even in the script. We began to write scenes 

in which we are able to snatch one another out of the screen and embrace. We shared examples 

of border texts in which people can indeed break the barrier of the screen and be together. Our 

most vivid example was a commercial for Coca-Cola in which people from across the India and 

Pakistan border dance with one another via a coke machine (CocaCola Small World Machines). 

We began to create a scene about a soda machine that would produce, instead of a can of soda, a 

loved one from across the border. We discussed the various pairings of loved ones that might 

come together via soda machine and laughed at the possibility of meeting, instead of the long 

lost love we hope for, an ex or friend with whom we are rowing and do not wish to see. When 

you open the border, even via magic, you may not always welcome what you receive. 
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22, 23. Illustrations: Coca Cola Small World Machine, 2013 (Champagne) 

 

 This breakdown of distance as border served as our first expression of performative 

willful border conquering. As the play progressed, we found ourselves seeking more ways to 

“conquer borders”, for instance, by ripping apart a border wall, revealing that the wall was made 

of facile cardboard boxes filled with feathers.  We were not alone in reverting to this type of act 

of magical thinking border conquering. We can see this “technique” in the films of Eliah 

Suleiman and other performative texts to interpret the despair of the separation by borders. Most 

memorable is when Suleiman portrays a young man, so desperate to reach the other side of the 

Gaza Border wall, that, in his fantasy, he pole-vaults directly over it.  
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24. Illustration: Pole Vault over the Border Wall, still image from Eliah Suleiman’s film 

The Time that Remains, 2009  
 

Collaborators Passing Through and the Never-ending Journey Through 
Narratives  

 
 

25. Illustration: Root Map Rehearsal, Kolkata, 2016 
 
In addition to constantly revealing virtual and metaphorical borders, our process, in many 

other ways, mimicked migration. For instance, throughout the process of creating the play, 

people came in and out of our process. We would invite collaborators to join us, however, since 

the process proved long, spanning many months, not all the collaborators were able to remain 
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“on board” the metaphorical vessel of our journey. Each collaborator who passed through our 

process, traversed some terrain with us and then, at times inadvertently, left something behind. 

Some collaborators would leave an entire developed scene, others a storyline. Some left behind a 

gesture or an idea or a stylistic impression. Others left behind a small bit of text, perhaps a quote 

in their own language, a language none of the remaining participants spoke and so we would 

now attempt to pronounce and use the small quote correctly, undoubtedly “failing”. Either that, 

or the word or quote would lodge itself or weave itself into the story over time, fossilizing or 

reshaping, until we could no longer recall its origin.  

Our process of generating Root Map began with generating stories from our company 

members. With the vast geographical distance that divided us for most of this process, and our 

reliance on virtual media and screen, and the constant gaining and “losing” of collaborators 

fostered a complex mode to begin crafting a script. We resolved that a script would indeed be 

written, but since our process involved such a sense of flux, it was difficult to pin down an 

appropriate moment to “set” things. Eventually, we generated so many stories and so many re-

narrations that they began to bleed together, as if leaking out of multiple border wounds. We 

could no longer locate the source of each narrative, nor did we need to. The stories began to form 

a swirling mass with no logical beginning, middle or end. At some point, Debra requested that 

Debashish and I take charge of writing the Root Map script. We became semi-reluctant leaders of 

structuring this whirlpool of stories. As a group we had identified the main themes and stories or 

snippets of stories we wanted to absorb into the script. We pulled out these thoughts and ideas as 

we caught them as they floated by in the rushing whirlpool of rapidly flowing and evolving 

ideas.  
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Debashish and I set forth, I in New York and he in Kolkata, with fishing out and 

somehow manipulating each migrascape, object, storyline or affect we wanted to shape together 

into a process. Debashish and I did not discuss our process, except by loosely dividing the 

elements between us. For example, Debashish would write the beginning -- a scene to establish 

migration and borders. I would further craft his opening. I would write a scene that specifically 

established borders and guards. He would carry on from there. Again, we carried on with our 

layering and exchanging. Again, the obstacle of distance between us, both geographic and 

cultural, spread itself discreetly but inevitably in between each layer of narrative creation.  

The process of piecing together these elements felt clumsy, even forced, as if each 

element belonged back in the waters -- back in the swirling pool. We embraced this hodge-podge 

nature of helping our multiple stories to connect — as if the stories themselves were migrants 

from diverse places, thrown together by circumstance and yielding surprising chemistry and 

bonds.  

Other collaborators also would sometimes take over the completion or creation of 

particular scenes. Some scenes were established as to be semi-improvised as we performed. At 

one point, we lodged an uncharacteristically complete scene right into the middle of the script. 

This scene had been written by a collaborator who had since left the process. The scene had 

emerged in a fairly polished form, almost like a very short play, and none of us had really dared 

touch it with another level of mediation. Other than edit the scene for length and ease of 

language, this scene remained unchanged and also, therefore, oddly disjointed right in the middle 

of the play, this one text that had come to exist in its own bubble. This collaborator had left our 

process and it felt as if we had lost a migrant along the way but continued to carry her belongings 

or wear her garments to honor her memory. 
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Migrating with the Piece  

 
26. Illustration: First time Root Map core company meeting in person at the airport in 

Kolkata, (from left:) Carolina Osario Gil, Debra Castillo, Rosalie Purvis, Elaigwu Ameh, 
Debaroti Chakraborty, Alejandra Rodriguez and Debasish Sen Sharma, 2016 

 
 
Once we crafted our script, we met in Kolkata to rehearse it for production. This was our 

first physical, international journey as a company. Rather, part of the company journeyed while 

two of its members remained in their native cities. When Alejandra, Carolina, Elaigwu and I 

traveled to Kolkata, we all met in person for the first time.  

Our virtual mediations that had become their own migrascapes had shaped the piece and 

now our physical journey remolded it. We incorporated elements of the journey into the script. 

For instance, we absorbed into Root Map the questions that the passport control and security 

officials asked us at the airport in India. We took note of their tone and body language and also 

observed our own subtle behavioral patterns in response to theirs. All these cultural transitions 

influenced our dialogue and acting in the rehearsals. We had planned to rehearse the play 

intensively for a week in order to refine the script and establish staging, but we hadn't realized in 

advance how much of our work would mold itself around the experience of our non-Indian team 

members experiencing India for the first time. Some Bengali words and Hindi phrases wove 
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themselves into the dialogue because we took note of them in ways our now “local” team 

members might not have. The guards added culturally specific considerations like “chicken or 

veg?” to their barrage of inquiries. The migrascape and landscape familiarity of the Indian team 

members contrasted dynamically with our lack of familiarity with the--for us--new culture.  

When we traveled with Root Map to Akwesasne, we traversed the enforced border that 

runs through the Mohawk territory in two different ways. Once, we crossed, unseen by 

gatekeepers, via river ferry. The second time we drove through the U.S. Canada border. The 

former journey transpired without a hitch, but the latter proved full of challenges. As it turned 

out, Debaroti was not in possession of a Canadian visa. None of us had considered this aspect 

since we knew we would be crossing that particular, seemingly arbitrary border, only in order to 

maneuver back and forth to our performance venue, which happened to be located on the 

“Canadian side” of Akwesasne. As it turned out, the border gatekeepers chose to detain Debaroti 

for several hours, interrogating her in a manner that eerily mimicked our fictional “Davanama'' 

scene. At one point, the main interrogation guard asked Debaroti why she had wished to cross 

the border in the first place. She named the theater where we were to perform and explained this 

was her destination and she only intended to go there two afternoons. The guard asked her why 

she intended to go to this theatre.  

“We are performing a show about national borders,” she told him.  

“Oh really?” he asked her, eyeing her with amusement and wariness. “Well I should be 

the star of that show.” 

Debaroti, in spite of her anxiety of being held in this semi-hostile no man’s land for an 

uncomfortably long stretch of time, made note of this. Later in rehearsal, we would add scenes in 

which one of our border guards continuously declares him or herself “the star of this show”, 
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constantly trying to displace the migrants as protagonists, asserting dominance in this way, even 

narratively. And yet, ultimately, even in our script, the guards’ attempts to control the narrative 

inadvertently collapses and instead the repetitiveness and irrelevance of their questions, folds 

into the uncontrollable chaos of the border dance.  

Local Musical Mediations  

 
27. Illustration: Somdutta Roy, 2016 

 
Once we completed our Kolkata tour, began to travel with Root Map, we made a 

conscious decision to allow each new destination to shape our production and thus incorporated 

the migration process into the script. In Kolkata, we had worked closely with Chaepani members 

who were not part of the core team, but who joined rehearsals to play ensemble roles. We also 

worked with Chaepani musicians who created a soundscore for the play. This Bengali folk but 

fusion-world sound-score shaped the Root Map by infusing particular rhythms, pauses, and 

emotional inflections. Once we traveled to Ithaca with the piece, we worked with new, Ithaca-

based musicians whose genres ranged from Latin American folk to Celtic and 1960s American 
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folk songs. We also cast actors from the Cornell University Performing Arts Department to 

participate in the play. We incorporated the perspective of the original inhabitants of the land, the 

Native Americans who were not migrants. The tone of the play changed considerably with these 

new actors and musicians. 

While the script remained largely the same as in Kolkata and the music fulfilled similar 

functions in terms of rhythm and tone, I felt as if Root Map had left its birth place and found 

itself in a foreign land where the culture welcomed us kindly but where no amount of positive 

intention could replace what I now missed from the play’s early inception. Of course, this sense 

of Kolkata as “birthplace” of Root Map also resonated with me as inaccurate. Afterall, our piece 

had come to exist in transit and distance, and now, I noted that the perpetually homesick part of 

my diasporic self, now sought to root Root Map in one fixed location. I scolded myself for this 

fetishizing of “home” or “correct” origin or arrival point which it seemed to me disputed the 

embrace of migration as lens. Over time, I came to embrace even the longing for the mirage of 

“home” as part of the migratory lens. I also channeled my longing for place into a longing for a 

person, particularly for Somdutta Roy, who sang from across the wall in the first incarnation of 

Root Map, and, in a scene where I spoke a monologue of border losses, had transported me to a 

musical space where I could find respite from the overwhelming nature of travel and finally, in 

her musical embrace, process the many layers of culture shock, new connections, illusory 

homesickness, complex memory and ephemeral patterns of longing.  
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28. Illustration: Somdutta and Rosalie attend a post-show gathering, 2018 

Once we migrated to our next location, Somdutta didn’t join us. In each performance  

location of Root Map we would work with local musicians and actors, who then integrated into 

our cast. In order to devote myself to the migratory lens, instead of lamenting the loss of 

Somdutta’s singing during my monologue, and in turn distancing myself in future incarnations, I 

leaned into missing her. Now, without Somdutta, I used my missing of her voice to fuel my 

connection with the new singers in each new location. On the one hand, I was able to immerse 

myself into each new song and on the other hand, none could replace the voice I missed so much. 

In this way, the experience of “journey” and of losing or lacking the “homeland” and/or point of 

origin, folded itself into the production.   



   
 
58 
 

Creating with Communities  

 
29. Illustration: Root Map Company in El Paso, 2017 
30. Illustration: Root Map company at Akwesasne, 2017 
 
 While our journey between Kolkata and Ithaca featured our own storytelling as 

qualitative research, when we traveled to El Paso and then Akwesasne, our second two 

performance destinations, we listened to stories of local residents and incorporated those into the 

script itself, at times changing or even cutting and/or replacing large parts of the script’s multiple 

narratives. In Akwesasne, weeks prior to performance we visited the community to gather stories 

from local residents. Up until our visit to Akwesasne, Root Map had focused on the experience 

of crossing borders and the excitement or exile from one’s homeland. The Mohawk people is 

Akwesasne told us related but different stories about how they had resided on their land as far 

back as any generation could recall; however, their land itself had been crossed by the U.S.-

Canada border, thus forcing them into border engagements within their own home. Once we 

collaborated with members of this community, our process and our script shifted. We shifted 
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aside some storylines that focused on diaspora and migration to make way for storylines that 

focused on colonization. 

Touring as Migration Metaphor  

 
31. Illustration: Bus scene from Root Map, Ithaca, 2017 
32. Illustration: Root Map company by Kolkata Bus, 2016 

In nearly all locations the process of travel influenced our writing and our acting and we 

embraced this influence and built it into our ever-evolving script. In each location, we 

encountered drastically different cultural spaces and conditions, but also new physical 

performance spaces and conditions. In each new location, we efficiently assessed the 

performance venue and determined how to make it our temporary “home”. We would spend a bit 

of time re-scaling and re-shaping our staging and orientation to each drastically different space. 

While we would bring some props and set pieces with us, others had to be acquired in each 

location, leading to different shapes and sizes, colors and textures. This, too, mimicked migration 

for, as with migrating individuals or migrating cultures, while part of the show’s identity seemed 

to transfer each time, other aspects shifted continuously, sometimes in overt and other times in 

intimate ways that may have been imperceptible to the audience but keenly felt by the 



   
 
60 
 

performers. We lived -- and the show lived -- in constant flux and movement and in affective 

cognizance of that which has been discovered and that which has been left behind.  

(Comparative) Diaspora as Shaping Method  

 
33. Illustration: Root Map Finale, Kolkata, 2016 

 
The process of creating and re-envisioning Root Map in different locations, across 

barriers mimicked aspects of migration and diaspora. The play took on traits of diasporic 

cultures, as its original narratives continued to evolve in transit, absorbing each transitory 

influence or story, technique, aesthetic, and language. This mode of creating performance about 

migration embraces rather than remedies the underlying shaping factor of migration, rendering 

migration into a lens and method in its own right. Via the dominant lens of the monocultural or 

securely and singularly citizened, non-migratory gaze, the migratory lens appears unsettled, 

unsettling and chaotic. Yet via the lens of migration, of exile, or diaspora and even if innate 

cultural multiplicity, the visiting and revisiting of different migrascapes, the settling and 

unsettling in and of each migrascape resonates as an appropriately dis-organizing principle.  

While we generally seek a kind of finality or end point in a script writing process, Root 

Map embodies a transitory space. In contrast with a more fixed document, our engagements with 
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the script yield unpredictable, unsettling and even chaotic results. Yet, instead of seeing to “fix” 

or “remedy” the chaotic transitory and thus ambiguous “no man’s land” or “that which is not 

fixed” we absorb the elements of transit as truth into and of the work. We reflect and honor the 

complexity of travel, physical, technological, linguistic, metaphorical or otherwise, within the 

work itself. When creating intercultural work, particularly work about migration, the truth of the 

migratory lens cannot be ignored or denied within the very roots of the very core of the work.  

As Rustom Bharucha says, intercultural work often begins with “the trauma of obtaining a visa” 

(Bharucha, 72). To deny the foundational reality of obstacles in intercultural movement denies 

the realities of interculturalism. Borders of time and time zones, borders of distance, borders of 

culture, jetlag, cultural shocks and confusion, movement, more movement and the unknown, the 

unpredictable of the unknown of transit and migration, migrascapes all make up the process of 

our lives as artists who cross global and cultural borders. We cannot fully address the migratory 

if we ignore or destroy the evidence of the esthetic and practical impact the border has on the 

work.  

With regard to global positioning and power, those of us with a fixed home are in a 

position of cultural privilege/dominance that is taken for granted in how art-making is 

interpreted. Looking at narrative from a non-migratory, non-diasporic or non-nomadic 

perspective, assumes a sense of “correct” point of resolution -- finality.  To create border work 

on borders/migration and the complex reality of interculturalism, we must flip the lens and view 

the migration/diasporic AS method, AS esthetic, AS (valid) process. In his work Feeling Brown: 

Ethnicity and Affect in Ricardo Bracho's The Sweetest Hangover (and other STDs), José Muñoz 

creates a positioning of lens as it applies to Latino/Latina/Latinx culture and, in fact, minoritarian 

versus dominant cultural lenses in general: 
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Minoritarian identity has much to do with certain subjects' inability to act properly within 

majoritarian scripts and scenarios. Latinos and Latinas are stigmatized as performers of excess - 

the hot and spicy, over-the-top subjects who simply do not know when to quit. "Spies" is an 

epithet intrinsically linked to questions of affect and excess affect. Rather than simply reject this 

toxic language of shame I wish to reinhabit it and suggest that such stigmatizing speech permits 

us to arrive at an important mapping of the social. Rather than say that Latina/o affect is too 

much, I want to suggest that the presence of Latina/o affect puts a great deal of pressure on the 

affective base of whiteness, insofar as it instructs us in a reading of the affect of whiteness as 

underdeveloped and impoverished. 

I’d like to apply Muñoz’s powerful “re-lensing” theory to border versus mono-cultural, 

uncontested, “fixed” spaces. When we view via the lens of the border, the dominant cultural 

“homeland” perspective reveals its dearth(s) in its singularity of solution/resolution. From the 

perspective of the culturally dominant view of singular “homeland”, the border esthetic and 

structure may resonate as unsettled, unsettling, chaotic and relentless in its unpredictability. The 

dominant cultural perspective of a singular homeland dictates a singular narrative, a narrative 

structure that returns home, a singular linguistic mode, a “common” organizing structure that 

reads as “universal” through the mono-cultural lens. In contrast, to those of us who live within 

cultural multiplicity, there is no assumed “universal” to take for granted. When viewed through 

the lens of the border, the elements of migration serve as appropriately dis-organizing esthetic 

and structural principles.  

The process of creating and re-envisioning Root Map in different locations, across 

barriers mimicked aspects of migration and diaspora. The play took on traits of diasporic 

cultures, as its original narratives continued to evolve in transit, absorbing each transitory 

influence or story, technique, aesthetic, and language. This mode of creating performance about 
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migration embraces rather than remedies the underlying shaping factor of migration, rendering 

migration into a lens and method in its own right. Via the dominant lens of the monocultural or 

securely and singularly citizened, non-migratory gaze, the migratory lens appears unsettled, 

unsettling, and chaotic. Yet via the lens of migration, of exile, or diaspora and even if innate 

cultural multiplicity, the visiting and revisiting of different migrascapes, the settling and 

unsettling in and of each migrascape resonates as an appropriately dis-organizing principle.  

Our Root Map shifted continuously to answer the questions of each culture and location it 

documented. Like a culture in diasporic tradition, the play transformed its esthetics, its musical 

language, its verbal language, its movement language, its process of creation and rehearsing and 

the spacing and staging and even storylines as it moved from place to place and changed hands 

from person to person. We observed, in all the changes, what stayed the same each time, what 

changed each time, what elements fit into one another unexpectedly or failed to merge and 

wound, instead, around one another or even clashed. Each time we did see the play emerge anew, 

surviving and, in its own way thriving in different tones, each time it was produced again. In 

fact, to our team, it still feels as if the play is underway. We haven’t performed it in a year, but 

the chapter is always open.  
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34. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty, Root Map Finale, El Paso, 2017 
 
 

Like children of refugees, nomads and exiled peoples, we are always surreptitiously 

mapping our escape route. The script remains a fluid document that, in its fluidity, observes and 

incorporates the affective realities of migration and the border.  
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Chapter 2  
Now That Separateness Is Unassailable; Aesthetic Cross Embodiment  

Prologue 

“You Have Changed My Inside” 

 
35. Illustration (left): Debaroti removes her sari - a montage, Now That Separateness is 

Unassailable, New York, NY, May, 2019 
36. Illustration (right): Rosalie removing her coat, Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, New York, NY, May, 2019 
 

Debaroti and I performed Now That Separateness Is Unassailable in a small college in Malda, 

which is located right near the border to Bangladesh. Later, we each wrote about our 

performance.  
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Debaroti: 

 

 

 

During the performance, as I was 

about to unwrap my sari, I could feel that 

Rosalie and I were both breathing a sense of 

apprehension on stage. I wanted to reach out 

to Sangita for comfort but couldn’t find her 

amidst the reserved, formal men (professors) 

who occupied the first row. Were we about to 

perform a transgressive act in the context of 

an orthodox religious culture, or we were 

taking a step towards a shared private space 

with Sangita, the only woman faculty member 

whom we had met? 

 
Professor Sangita Saha received us at 

the station on a chilly winter morning at 4 

a.m. We reached the college premises to find 

the corridors and rooms carefully decorated 

with flowers. Sangita made tea for us, and 

Rosalie: 
 

As I moved through the small, 

feminine rituals that mark the first transition 

of the dance, I heard a wave of gasps sweep 

the audience. Debaroti would now be 

undraping her red sari. Even with my back to 

her, I sensed her semi-disrobing like never 

before. I slowly removed my coat and stepped 

out of my shoes as I had done so many times, 

on so many stages, but here the front row 

seemed so close that I could see right into the 

eyes of each of the men who sat there, side by 

side, forming a stoic barricade between me 

and the women. These men — they were 

religious men, and I lacked cultural fluency to 

know whether I would anger them as I shed 

these garments.  

 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Professor 

Sangita Saha, the only woman I had seen on 

the faculty body here. She had picked us up 

from the train station, well before the sun 

came up and welcomed us into a guest house, 
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since then we found her working tirelessly. 

She made sure that there were blankets in our 

rooms, that the heaters were working, that we 

could see around the village, she filled us in 

with stories from the borders, she served us 

lunch, organized our lecture demonstration 

and the props that we needed for our 

performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

which she had painstakingly decorated with 

elaborate patterns of leaves and flowers. She 

had served us a multi course breakfast and 

had taken us on a tour of the village and 

guided us in navigating the hordes of children 

who followed closely behind, eyes widening at 

our every move. They had never seen 

foreigners before. As an urban woman, even 

Debaroti would be deemed, to them, “a 

foreign ma’am”.  

 

Later that evening, I tried to thank 

Sangita for all she had done. I stumbled over 

language, willing my words to transfer my 

feelings, in spite of or perhaps because of the 

barrier of language. Sangita had smiled but 

dismissed my words. I repeated myself 

nonetheless, the most primitive and direct 

version of my sentiments bubbling to the 

surface: “You work so hard. You are a 

woman who does all the work. You work 
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double… I want to say to you: I believe…. I 

understand you and....I SEE you.”  

I trailed off, embarrassed by my 

clumsiness. She smiled and again before she 

could dismiss me I tried again: 

“I hope what I say...I hope I have said 

it…” 

“I understand,” she said, smiling and 

putting up her hand, “You say you are happy 

with...myself...but I am....only… this is my 

duty.” 

Now, on stage, I was aware of aspects 

of myself as “woman” that I ordinarily took 

for granted. I felt naked even though I was 

fully dressed. I was trembling. I realized that I 

had not seen any other women on this stage 

except those kneeling or bowing as decorative 

back-up dancers to a man, eyes downcast, 

hands clasped in their laps. Yet here I stood, 

as co-creator of this narrative, facing 

forward, so close to these men. 
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             She [Sangita] had wept as she shared 

that she gets to meet her child who lives in 

another village only once a week. That she is 

rarely invited to academic and administrative 

meetings in the college is often burdened with 

organizational leg work. That she might never 

get the job for which she has studied and 

trained. I could only translate what she 

uttered in words for Rosalie as I tried to 

negotiate with my position as an outsider in 

the context of lives that women live just a few 

hours away from the city.  

As much as Sangita was assured that I 

can closely relate to her reality, I became 

doubly conscious of my foreign-ness and the 

borders between us. In sharp contrast , I was 

also referred to as a foreign ma'am by the 

young men all the while they saw Rosalie and 

me together.   

During the performance that night, 

Rosalie and I wanted to integrate Sangita in 

our intimate acts of crossing – My body 

 

Late last night, Sangita had wept into 

Debra’s shoulder, and Debra had held and 

comforted her and we had reached for her 

hands. She released bits of her story. Debaroti 

had translated quietly as she spoke: Her child 

lives in another village. She only sees her on 

weekends. As a woman, she might never get 

the kind of job she had studied and trained 

for. She worked so hard, she said, for her 

daughter. I held in my own tears, as they 

seemed insignificant in comparison. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the end of our performance, we gave 

Sangita our flower and called her to the stage 

beside us to serve as our respondent. She 

would claim this moment, and, in a voice 
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flooded with personal narratives, abstractions 

and cognitive introspection became acutely 

aware of a shared sense of being a woman. In 

our last sequence when we gift each other 

flowers in a wistful dance, we invited Sangita 

to the stage. She gracefully claimed the space, 

held our hands, drank in the performative 

energy and while trembling, she explained in 

a firm voice how all over the world, women 

have a shared space of experience. She ended 

by directly stating that a copy of Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex be made available 

in the college’s library. 

It evokes that domain of the unsayable 

that is embedded in the emotional response of 

the body,,in the space between bodies. Sangita 

requested me, with a lot of integrity, to 

explain to Rosalie, how curtailed she feels in 

her job space and that she would love to 

collaborate over academic work and travel to 

another culture. I understood her efforts to 

cross over the linguistic and cultural barrier 

shaking but strong, explain how all over the 

world, women are women, sharing their 

experience. Then she would demand for 

Simone de Beauvoir’s “The Second Sex” to be 

provided, uncensored in the college’s library. 

In awe of her bravery, Debaroti and I stood 

protectively on either side of her, drawing 

closer and closer, our hearts pounding.  
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and at the same time became aware of how I 

was suspended at the border between foreign-

ness and the domestic. The multiple levels of 

negotiations in these intercultural 

relationships/interactions surface, often 

inadvertently, in the acts of everyday, like 

eating or sleeping or dancing, in modes of the 

body, in behavioural patterns rather than in 

languages or practices of sedentary or 

rational sciences.  

       Towards the end of the [sequence that I 

was describing above] [performance], I 

unwrap the sari in the manner of throwing 

aside a heavy burden and clumsily slip into 

Rosalie’s shoes while she picks up my 

crumpled sari and tries to wrap it all over 

herself as if to breathe in its essence. We 

quietly try to make a cross over, to crawl into 

each other’s worlds yet not knowing the 

elements that we are carrying from our own 

world.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       On stage, I took up Debaroti’s discarded, 

crumpled sari in my hands and held it to my 

face and inhaled deeply. I had always sought 

comfort in the sari, but now it felt like both 

remedy and an armor, as I wrapped myself 

into it and turned away from the audience, 

burying myself as deep into the garment and 

my chair as I possibly could.  

Then, as I began to glimpse the women in the 

rows of the audience, behind the men, strains 

of Esther Perel’s impromptu singing of “Non, 

Je Ne Regrette Rien” emerged through the 
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 soundscore, eventually making way for 

Somdutta’s voice, which soared powerfully 

through the space.  

 

Rosalie 

The next day, a local paper sent a man to interview and photograph “the foreign 

ma’am’s.” While he questioned about how we like Malda, we answered politely, while the men 

appeared to pose with us.  

“Come join us!” Debra called out to the young women watching from behind a pillar. 

Hesitant at first, they soon flocked into the frame.  

One young woman asked if she could please have a moment to speak to us. We 

interrupted the reporter and stepped away to steal time with her.  

“I had always been told that no foreigners would ever come here to my village,” the 

young woman began, trembling, just as we had on stage, “And if they did come, that they would 

not be kind to me as I am only a village girl. But then...you came here. From so far away. And 

you were kind to me. You have changed me. You have changed my inside.” And then she began 

to weep. And we wept with her, encircling her in our arms and thanking her over and over again. 

Bending the stolen moment to stay there with her as long as possible. 

“No, you don’t understand,” I sobbed, babbling, probably most aimlessly, “It is YOU 

who has changed MY inside!” 
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37. Illustration: (Rosalie Purvis (left), Sangita Saha (center), Debaroti Chakraborty (right), 

Malda, 2018 

Now That Separateness Is Unassailable 

 
38. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (left) and Rosalie Purvis (right), Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, New York, 2019 
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The second project I co-created with Chaepani was a movement piece called Now That 

Separateness is Unassailable. The piece consisted of a series of movement scenes, performed by 

me and Debaroti, linked together by a palimpsestic soundscape by composer and sound designer 

James David Jacobs, who masterfully layered music, sounds, literature, and multilingual voice 

recordings from culturally far flung but thematically related cultural spaces. Somdutta Roi’s 

voice resonated throughout this project, much as it had in Root Map. Debashish Sen Sharma 

filmed and edited together a corresponding series of film and photo clips to be projected behind 

and upon us as we ventured on and off stage. Our live performance engages with the screen and 

soundscape, telling a story of two women from opposite ends of the globe. The two women 

appear live on stage and, at times, one of them disappears, to be found only on screen, which 

emphasizes their physical absence from one another. At times, the two women reach through 

what is filmed, transcending the screen and springing to life on the stage. Their relentless 

homesickness for one another drags the duration of otherwise simple tasks such as eating an 

orange or applying makeup. Meanwhile, reaching for one another accelerates the journey across 

the globe that would otherwise take forever. Against overwhelming odds, the two women persist 

in traversing impossible terrains. Throughout the piece, the two women attempt various modes to 

find one another, never successfully meeting, until the end when they connect in a playful dance. 

Finally, their deep bond grants them passage to one another, and the piece finds them reunited, 

drinking each other in, as if for sheer survival of their parched hearts.  

Debaroti and I co-created the piece through a series of aesthetic and cultural exchange 

activities that we had begun to develop in Root Map. In Now That Separateness Is Unassailable, 

we delved deeply more deeply into techniques of exchange, practicing and honing our exchange 

methods.  
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Thus, it was on this project that we fully identified and honed another essential method to 

create intercultural performance: surrendering to/embracing “the other” aesthetic along with the 

multiplicity and complexity of aesthetic imprint. In Chaepani we have created an evolving 

practice of sharing, merging, and embodying one another’s aesthetic(s). In this chapter, I will 

advocate for the need for radical aesthetic inquiry when it comes to forging intercultural, artistic 

connections. I will reveal how, within the realm of aesthetic assessment, we stubbornly cling to 

our culturally defined perspectives, how these perspectives form obstacles in intercultural 

collaboration, and how we can use systems to loosen our grip on our toxic biases. In  order to do 

this, I will describe the process of creating Now That Separateness Is Unassailable, identifying 

and analyzing our methods of aesthetic exchange. 

Discovering the Duet 

 
39. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (left), Rosalie Purvis (right), giving a talk, Ithaca, 2019 

 



   
 
76 
 

  As we got to know one another, Debaroti and I quickly realized that, while we hail from 

two totally different continents, we have led parallel lives in our respective cities. For instance, 

we both dance and perform largely in new and experimental works. We both teach 

literature/writing, acting, and movement. We both find ourselves navigating our respective 

positions as decidedly urban women, women in the context of family, women serving as 

breadwinners, and as caregivers. We share the “hobby” of translating poetry from one language 

to another, perhaps as a way to bridge the bilingual rivers that sometimes run disruptively 

between corresponding thoughts in two different languages. We each seem to crave these bridges 

because, while we hail from different continents, we each descend from refugees/survivors of 

war—exiled from home and language. As Debaroti writes in her essay “The Many “Truths” of 

Bowls, Buses and Borders: in Intimate Acts of Crossing”: 

Over the years, in the course of our artistic and academic collaborations, Rosalie and I have 
made  passages into each other’s worlds across borders - ridden different buses together, 
eaten fondue  and fish, bathed in bathtubs and buckets, woken up to winters in 
Shantiniketan and Ithaca, have taken weird -hour  trains to Malda  and Washington DC , 
have been overwhelmed at Sephora and Fabindia , have felt sounds , smells, memories and 
borders in the confusion, alarm, tremors and ease of our bodies for months.  We immersed 
ourselves in compassionate and intimate situations of sharing stories, people and 
experiences from each other’s cultures that on one hand shaped our relationship ( that has 
transgressed the academic border) and on the other hand helped make deeper meanings of 
our own lives, of emotions, of morality, of intergenerational memories, of cross border 
politics, of cultural objects. We realized the parallels that already existed in the ways our 
sensibilities have shaped up though we grew up in separate worlds. The memories of both 
our grandmothers spoke of how they organized their lives around family and rituals of 
everyday like that of making tea or cooking in the face of trauma or imminent danger. This 
is in sharp contrast to the ways in which our grandfathers rebuilt their lives. Our humorous, 
painful and comforting stories revolve around emotional responses to food, to love, to 
farewell, to separations and to other aspects of life that we have inherited from our maternal 
legacies.  I experienced the border (geographical and symbolic) between us as an 
ambiguous space that sheltered me, that allowed me to look for connections through many 
windows. Rosalie and I lean on this border to borrow language, stories and meanings that 
help find home in hybridity, in differences and in the surprising parallels.    
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This passage speaks to numerous ways Debaroti and I learned to connect across borders. And 

indeed, as Debaroti and I talked about our respective lineages, we even noted uncanny 

similarities in our memories of our maternal grandmothers. For instance, both women seemed to 

share strikingly similar responses to the political traumas that shaped their lives; the Partition 

violence and the Holocaust, both occurring in the 1940s. Both women, in contrast with their 

husbands, cultivated a very indirect and covert system of processing and responding to what they 

had seen and experienced, seeking respite within lady-like rituals of socializing, and making tea.  

With all these similarities between us, Debaroti and I could also observe the many ways 

in which our lives also differed. Parsing our cultural and circumstantial differences led us to 

revelations ranging from funny to comforting to painful. Ultimately, as we work together, we 

lean on the process of interpreting these differences, to make sense of our own lives and also to 

connect to one another even at times when oceans stand between us. Ultimately, we leaned on 

the process of interpreting these differences to make sense of our own lives, and also to connect 

to one another even at times when oceans stood between us. It was this process we wished to 

explore and share, and it was through this we began our collaboration on a duet.  

As we created Now That Separateness is Unassailable, in order to deepen an intercultural 

relationship, we determined that we must surrender to new and at times challengingly unfamiliar 

cultural customs and aesthetic. In doing so, we also resolved to interrogate our own positions. 

While Debaroti and I are known among our colleagues to embrace a multitude of cultural, and by 

default, aesthetic modes, nonetheless, we realize that we can, by no means, assume to be free of 

bias. In order to deepen our process, Debaroti and I began, step by step, to share with one another 

some of our deepest, most ingrained and at times, to us, shameful areas of cultural rigidity. We 

did not experience aesthetic conflicts between us, as we worked. Rather, as we negotiated from 
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our respective cultural positions, we became increasingly cognizant of the ways in which our 

aesthetic biases threatened to hinder our access to one another’s cultures and even to our 

relationships to ourselves as women.  

The Aesthetic Palimpsest of Interculturalism 

 In the case of this exercise, collaborators develop an immediate intimate connection. The 

act of sharing the stories as well as articulating how we experience “beauty” -- these acts are in 

and of themselves intimate, even vulnerable, for they speak to some foundational and rarely 

articulated sense of self.  In turn, for the recipient of the story, engaging with another person’s 

experience and/or aesthetic sense creates a mutual bond of understanding. At the same time, 

(re)creating the narrative or aesthetic input into a form as if it is your own garners a level of 

intimacy with the core of the text -- the essence of the text -- that puts the re-teller in the shoes of 

the teller. At the same time, the re-teller will often reveal an understanding of the unspoken 

aspects of the essence of the original. In the process of mutually engaging with story and 

aesthetics, the creator and teller co-inhabit both the content of the original source material as well 

as the aesthetic and psychological modes of the re-teller. This co-inhabiting of aesthetic space 

creates a reciprocal pathway of intimacy. This pathway can, in fact, forge itself through even the 

most impenetrable seeming cultural borders.  

What is gleaned - and what we achieved preliminarily through this exercise - is that we 

begin to address our aesthetic realities collectively. We do not do this while or by placing them 

in competition, or — more perniciously — allowing our unspoken perhaps subconscious 

aesthetic judgements and biases to hinder our collaborative potential. Without conscious 

intervention into aesthetic co-crafting, it would be too easy — to consciously or subconsciously 
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throw up boundaries of “taste” between us. In these exercises, our “personal (cultural) life 

mythologies” as well as our aesthetic leanings, grow into one another, not only crossing the 

border and erecting a victorious flag of conquest, but offering and responding to invitations to 

reside. 

The Basis: Aesthetic Exchange Technique 

 
40, 41. Illustrations: Two “Beautiful Objects”chosen by students at Presidency College, 

Kolkata, 2019 
 

In Now that Separateness Is Unassailable, we utilized deepening variations of an 

exercise we had completed with Chaepani in our early meetings. I will describe the basis of this 

exercise, and, in order to do so, shift into explaining a pedagogical method because, in fact, it is a 

distinctly pedagogical tool. The primary exercise below trains us in an embodied practice of 

learning and unlearning, and subsequently liberating ourselves from aesthetic implications. At 

the same time, the exercise creates aesthetically blended texts and understandings. Debaroti and I 
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have led this workshop together and separately to students around the world. I will describe it 

here as we lead it with students: 

Step 1:  

Each participant is instructed to bring something they consider to be beautiful. The word 

“beauty” proves, in many ways fraught, at least initially. In order to counteract this frisson, I 

acknowledge the weight of the word, asking the participants to translate the idea of “beauty” for 

themselves, to find its nuances and limitations, and move beyond them. I ask them to recall the 

essence of the word “beauty” that they wish to retain, and to set aside, for now. Once the 

participants connect more critically and personally to the notion of “beauty,” the task of finding 

that which is “beautiful” to them can take relatively any form. In my classes, for instance, I have 

seen participants present photographs of a loved one, a flower, a leaf, a song, a hair clip, an item 

of clothing or jewelry, a sculpture, a poem or work of art and even a Bible, a Quran and, among 

the most memorable items I recall, a “spork.” Immediately, in this first step, the students observe 

how broadly aesthetics are defined.  

Step 2:  

The participants tell one another about their object and express how and why this object 

strikes them as beautiful. I have often documented this moment, because people tend to reveal a 

great deal of excitement and emotion. People often feel “at home” within their sense of 

aesthetics. As they speak of their objects, complex and intimate connections to culture emerge.  

This expression of cultural connection manifests in what people say about the object — in the 

content -- but also in how they speak to the object — the language and form of their explanation. 

As people speak to their chosen objects, they often slip into what they might consider to be their 

most “native” language and/or spoken affect. Participants often merge into culturally linked and 



   
 
81 
 

highly personalized body language as well as spoken language. In this exercise, we bring the 

matter of “taste” into the room -- not as mystically decontextualized “skill” to be ranked or 

assessed, but as a particular reflection of an individual. An aesthetic becomes a unique and ever-

evolving imprint formed only here and now within this intersection of self, selves and cultural 

context(s). We embrace aesthetics as affective and subjective phenomena. Rather than wage a 

war for social capital, these aesthetics/tastes coexist here, and by way of their co-existence, invite 

the beginnings of creative intimacy.  

Step 3:  

 
42. Illustration: Student responds to “Beautiful Object Prompt,” Kolkata, 2019 

 
Once the participants have spoken about their objects of beauty with a partner, the partner 

is charged with the task of interpreting this object by creating a response in the form of a work of 

art. This work of art ought to at once pay homage to the original object of beauty, and also 

become a work of art in its own right. The responder is encouraged to offer their own creative 

voice(s) as a gift to the original object. Regardless of the genre of interpretation, the process 

resembles, in some ways, the process of translation. The same factors arise of what is known and 
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unknown to the “translator” about the original “text” — in the case, the object of beauty and the 

mediation of its beholder. The responders will generally respond, not only to the object itself, but 

also to the way the owner of the object described it, and the reasons the owner finds the object 

particularly beautiful, and even to nonverbal aspects of the owner’s presentation of their object. 

In these interpretations, we become perhaps even more aware of the role of mediator in the 

creation of the interpretation of the aesthetics. I encourage the participants to embrace this aspect 

by viewing their own unique aesthetic imprint as an offering, rather than a rebuttal, to their 

partner’s. At times, as with the narrative retelling, participants fear transgressing into the 

aesthetic terrain of their partner. But as we work, we consciously shift the intent from 

“imposing” or “possessing” to offering. It is important to note, also, that the exchanges are 

invited into balance by the fact that both participants work on one another’s “offerings” 

simultaneously. In cases where a structural/cultural imbalance exists between participants, the 

intimacy of the aesthetic, the ballance of participation built into the practice may not entirely 

counteract this imbalance, but at least it calls it into question.  

With all these complexities at play, I often limit the response time to each aesthetic so 

that the interpretations are created rather quickly. This removes some pressure for aesthetic 

“perfection” that often seems to weigh on people when confronted with the reverence the notion 

of “beauty” conjures. Then I ask them to work under time constraints to create a purposefully 

incomplete project. We aim, not for the final result or polish but for the rough midway point of a 

process, where all seams are visible, and all possibilities are open. Setting an incomplete, mid- 

process goal seems to remedy the reverence around “beauty” and the fear to impose. Perhaps 

illogically, we seem to find an incomplete response less imposing than a complete one so these 
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hindersome anxieties can be allayed, at least in the short term. And for longer view results, we 

can continue the process in mediated steps.  

Step 4:  

At this point participants present their interpretations.  Since the texts are expected to be 

experimental and incomplete due to the initial time constraint, it helps to then collectively 

imagine their “completion” via a low-stakes “what if” line of questioning. Once the participants 

witness their partner’s renderings, they generally comment, just as in the case of the narrative 

retellings, that their partner has highlighted aspects of their aesthetics or sense of beauty that they 

may not have even mentioned. Also, the aesthetic identity the partner brings into the activity 

serves to feature the initial impulse in ways neither partner would have expected or imagined.  

Once again, there is a liberation in the knowledge that this particular mediation exists as a 

companion to the “original.” It does not seek to replace the original. Therefore, we can 

appreciate any of the requisite losses or gains of translation as a facet of this organic phase at 

hand.  
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Aesthetic Exchange: Cross-cultural Intimacies 

 
43. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (left), Rosalie Purvis (right), NYC, May, 2019 

 
Debaroti and I had already engaged methods of aesthetic exchange during our work on 

Root Map. These techniques had facilitated the groundwork for a deepened artistic 

communication. We then began a gradual process of ongoing, deepening exchanges that 

eventually formed the basis for Now That Separateness Is Unassailable.  

We worked on an adapted version of the narrative exercise described above. Each time 

we completed the exercise, we would choose topics that preoccupied us, and then each write or 

choreograph something in response to these topics as prompts. By this time, our collaboration 

had reached the point where we could name and respond to abstract, ephemeral and also deeply 

personal topics or notions. We would then engage in increasingly complex and/or intuitive 

exchanges in which we embodied or physicalized one one another’s narratives.  
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We identified multiple topics to address in this way, one by one. The first topic was 

cross-cultural intimacy. We had already determined that, as was the case between us, intimacy 

can stem from similarities or sameness. At the same time, we also noted that a different and 

perhaps heightened intimate connection grows in border spaces of language, culture, and 

distance.   

Debaroti and I often discuss the perception, particularly in monolingual cultural settings, 

that heterolingualism, by default creates distance between people and that attempts to 

communicate are thus burdened by difference. In their book Border as Method, or, the 

Multiplication of Labor, Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Nelson refer to Bruno Traven’s novel The 

Death Ship and how international sailors living and working together on a ship develop a 

common language between them borne out of the need to communicate for labor and survival. 

Mezzadra and Nelson address this phenomenon of developing a new linguistic mode: 

In such labor practices and experiences, we find a precedent for the capacity of 
translation to create the common. What needs to be emphasized here is once again the 
embodiment of translation in a whole series of social and material practices. What 
matters more is not so much the three hundred words that linguistically facilitate the 
communication of the sailors but the working knowledge that arises through living 
together and working together. Such knowledge corresponds to what we call the labor of 
translation. Forging a new idiom through a mutual process of picking up the words of 
companions involves a very peculiar kind of translation, which even when considered in 
linguistic terms is different from the traditional model of a transfer between source and 
target languages. Far from representing a movement between national languages or 
normative grammars, this is the discourse of foreigner to foreigner, which creates a 
language that is common precisely because it is forever in translation and rooted in 
material practices of cooperation, organization, and struggle. (257) 
 

Here, Mezzadra and Nelson frame the process of translation and cross-lingual exchange as 

“labor.” This concept of “labor” particularly resonated for us as women, who are more frequently 

charged conducting the “emotional labor” of communication. Because of this, we considered our 

engagement within the cross-cultural space and within Mezzadra and Nelson refer to throughout 

order as Method, or, the Multiplication of Labor as the “common”. When we view emotional 
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labor through a lens of borders and migration, the perspective shifts. In fact those of us whose 

most frequented spaces are multilingual do not expect to decipher all the words. By the same 

token, we recognize that the familiar and the “common” demands its own “emotional labor,” 

albeit one many of us take for granted.  Operating within a familiar cultural and linguistic zone 

can force us into becoming an aesthetic and emotional hostage, as we move through 

communication always adapting to fulfill the demands of this particular zone of culture and 

language. Because these transactions define our experience of life in the non-border space so 

wholly, we engage in them on a sort of automatic pilot. Yet, this does not necessarily mitigate 

the potentially oppressive repercussions of the limitation of the monocultural zone.  

As Debaroti and I worked on our duet, we noticed that the practices of embracing border 

spaces and aesthetic exchange served to loosen the restrictions of the ingrained aspects of our 

home cultures. In our work, we observed how the process of consciously creating and sharing a 

new palimpsestic border space, heightens intimacy. This process resembles the unique manner in 

which translating a text heightens one’s connection to it. In these practices, we become like 

diligent students of a new language, studying its grammar rules in a way we rarely do with our 

so-called mother tongue, in which we rely on intuition of a system of words and structures we 

gained inadvertently as birthright. The process of acquiring the systems of a language forges a 

bond with this language that our cognizance of process creates.  
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Intimacy of the Co-Crafted Border Space 

 
44. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (on screen), Rosalie Purvis (on stage) Now That 

Separateness Is Unassailable, New York City, 2019 
 

Debaroti and I sought to more deeply understand this affective process of intimacy born 

of cognizant exchange. We unexpectedly found answers in the work of psychologist and 

relationship/sex counselor Esther Perel, author of The State of Affairs and Mating in Captivity. 

As a multilingual native of Belgium and child of holocaust survivors, Esther Perel is no stranger 

to the linguistic and cultural border zone and she harnesses her multicultural perspective to forge 

new levels of intimacy among the couples she counsels. In her podcast Where Shall We Begin, 

she records and edits actual counseling sessions with couples. The couples she counsels range in 

age, gender, orientation, class and culture. In one of her sessions, she offers advice to a couple 

who has become estranged: “Now that separateness has become unassailable…” she begins. As 

Debaroti and I struggled with our own “unassailable” geographic separation, we related to this 

statement, and chose to modify it into the title of our piece. The fact that these words on 

separateness serve to open Perel’s main idea resonated with us, as our various separations--
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cultural, socio-political, geographic, and linguistic--also served to open the door to our own 

deepening, shared intimacy. 

The session in which Perel says these words, entitled There’s You, There’s Me, There’s 

Us, stands out as an example of the intimacy of aesthetic and linguistic exchange in the border 

space. In this session, a male-female couple who had married young and without prior sexual 

experience, had concluded, ten years into their marriage, that perhaps they lacked sexual 

compatibility. Perel seeks to dismantle this assumption and help them find a bridge between 

them. In order to do so, she instructs them to identify and give voice to their sexual selves. She 

encourages them to name and characterize these personae. The couple manifest their sexualties 

as foreign to one another. They do not share a common spoken language of intimacy. The 

husband names his sexual alter ego “Jean Claude,” and discovers that, while he himself is 

bilingual, Jean Claude can only speak French. The husband himself has what a language 

instructor might call a low-intermediate grasp of French, which caps Jean Claude’s fluency. As a 

result, as he expresses his feelings through Jean Claude -- or perhaps as Jean Claude expresses 

his feelings through him, he often searches for words and pauses as he attempts to express 

himself. On the other hand, this French language deficit also lends Jean Claude an air of 

directness, as he must make his point with few words and basic structures. Jean Claude’s vocal 

affect suggests that each expression of emotion has been hard-earned as he forges a path through 

the language morass; his valiant battle with expression raises the value of each word and also 

makes him a kind of hero.  

As an added layer of complexity, the man’s wife neither speaks nor understands French. 

This puts Perel, who speaks over fifteen languages, in the role of French instructor, editor, and 

translator. At times she helps Jean Claude find the French words he seeks and even gently irons 
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out his bumpier constructions. She also translates his words to his wife. As a result, her 

therapeutic relationship takes on multiple layers as she becomes a kind of diplomat of their 

unexplored sexualities. Unexpectedly, rather than drive them further apart, this begins to unite 

the couple. The mystery of the unknown or little known between them and the intentionality of 

their need to translate creates a new depth of intimacy, much like the moments I shared with 

Somdutta in Root Map.  

 The wife also deems her sexual alter-ego to be French and names her “Jacqueline.” The 

wife does not speak French at all, which initially suggests that her own sexuality is foreign to 

her. Nonetheless, Perel urges Jacqueline to find ways to express herself. With Perel’s guidance, 

Jacqueline stumbles upon a musical mode with which to do so as the wife explains that 

Jacqueline feels an affinity with the iconic Edith Piaf song “Non Je Ne Regrette Rien.” As it 

turns out, the wife does not know the words of “Non Je Ne Regrette Rien,” nor can she 

understand their meaning beyond the titular line. In order to shed light on the meaning that the 

wife has intuitively grasped, line by line, Perel teaches her to sing the song. As they sing, Perel 

guides her through the verbal meaning, and points out how lack of regret translates, perhaps in 

the relationship between her sexual self and traumatic experiences in her life. Perhaps, Perel 

suggests, Jacqueline has “no regrets” about any past trauma for it has made her who she is today. 

Together they sing the song and Jacqueline claims it, in French, with a shaky voice gaining 

confidence, Perel granting her the words, line by line, so that she can say them, in French, as if 

the language and the words had belonged to her all along:  

Non, Rien de rien 
Non, Je ne regrette rien 
 
Ni le bien qu'on m'a fait 
Non, Rien de rien 
Non, Je ne regrette rien 
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Avec mes souvenirs 
Mes chagrins, mes plaisirs 
 
Je n'ai plus besoin d'eux 
Non, Rien de rien 
Non, Je ne regrette rien 
Ni le bien qu'on m'a fait 
Non, Rien de rien 
Non, Je ne regrette rien 
Car ma vie, car mes joies 
Aujourd'hui, a commence avec toi 
 
By the end of the session, the couple has found a new language of intimacy by entering an 

unfamiliar zone of language, a zone that forms an unexpected cultural haven for them.  

Debaroti and I often discussed how many relationships are, on some level, always 

intercultural whether it be in terms of national culture or class, and how we are forever seeking to 

bridge some cultural barrier. One thing that struck us about Perel’s session with Jacqueline and 

Jean Claude, in particular, was that the two had come from relatively similar cultural 

backgrounds, even having grown up together. Part of their sexual disconnect seemed to stem 

from this very similarity and a sense of the incestuous they associate with their closeness. This 

homo-culturalism and even homo-lingualism created distance rather than intimacy. In order to 

discover their deeper connection, their connection as lovers, they needed to exit the common 

culture and language in which they had initially connected and discover a new mode. While we 

ourselves do not identify with this connection to French, iconically, as a language of love and 

passion, we recognized this as a universal fall back. Edith Piaf, we noted, also often serves as the 

spokeswoman of this language, her music reminding people of the mythical vision of Paris as a 

haven for passionate and artistic exiles. We decided to integrate both quotes from the session 

with Jacqueline and Jean Claude, as well as Jacqueline singing and struggling a bit with “Non, Je 

Ne Regrette Rien,” into the sound score. James created some looping around the song which 
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highlighted the challenge of overcoming regret and/or trauma while recovering from or bridging 

distance in a relationship. 

Obstacles and Points of Intimate Exchange 

 
45. Illustration: Rosalie Purvis  (on screen) and Debaroti Chakraborty (on stage) Now That 

Separateness Is Unassailable, Kolkata, 2018 
 

As we traveled during our last leg of the Root Map tour, Debaroti and I discussed the 

story of Jean Claude and Jacqueline at length. This story set the initial premise for our piece. 

Over the next months, we would encounter numerous topics upon which we would establish our 

process. More and more, the points we raised pertained to our identities as women and to the 

similarities and differences in our respective home cities, New York and Kolkata. The following 

section outlines the main points upon which we established techniques of contrasting and merged 

aesthetics, as well as the methods of exchange and cross-embodiment we used to address those 

points. 
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We made the first portion of the piece to cope with our geographic distance and also to 

tackle some unexpected obstacles. A few weeks after our Root Map tour ended Debaroti sent me 

photos of her, sitting propped in a chair, smiling bravely, with her entire leg in a cast. Debaroti 

had badly injured her knee while dancing during that season’s Durga Pujo. Viscerally, and as if it 

had happened yesterday, I recalled a time when I lay similarly hindered, but by a fractured 

metatarsal. In the wake of that injury, my city became a hostile maze of obstacles. The simplest 

tasks eluded me. I privately wondered: would I ever dance again? I imagined that Debaroti now 

faced similar obstacles and worries. 

Though, from 12000 kilometers away, I could not easily soothe her, I wanted Debaroti to 

know that she could and would dance, regardless of injuries. From my desire to comfort her, 

came our first exercise of aesthetic exchange. I took in Debaroti’s circumstance and response, a 

recording of an old pop song I had been listening to a lot that week. In very roughly sketched 

terms, I sent her, in a few words, some corresponding emotional responses the music had 

garnered from me. Then I asked her to create a small piece based on the song. I instructed her to 

work with the parts or her body/instrument that remained available to her: her face and her arms 

and her hands. I told her to encourage those parts of her body to serve as temporary spokespeople 

for her legs, as well. She grasped my request and set about creating a sequence.  

We used only a few words during this time, yet I had given her a song from my world 

and a prompt of exchange. Alone, in our stolen private spaces and moments, without further 

discussion, but with faith in some invisible bond we sustained across all the many borders 

between us, we created the two pieces of the puzzle. We took a leap of faith, trusting that these 

pieces would fit together. We decided that, in order to reflect the “unassailability” of our 

distance, and our subsequent mutual longing, she would appear on screen and I would appear on 
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stage, in our separate worlds, moving in corresponding ways, reaching for one another out of 

sheer desperation to bridge the ultimately “unassailable” distance between us, but never 

managing to physically touch.  

Musical Exchange 

 
46. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (on screen) and Rosalie Purvis (on stage), Now That 

Separateness Is Unassailable, Washington DC, 2019 
 

Debaroti responded to this prompt with a song she chose for my response. Much as my 

song, hers came from her own palette of pop music. The song, with its Bengali lyrics and 

relatively unfamiliar tonal structure, seemed as foreign to me as my chosen pop song had likely 
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seemed to her. Just as she had delved deeply into the musical language of the song from my 

formative musical soundscape, I now absorbed myself into hers. I proceeded to craft a 

“response” to the song and the emotions she said had led her to choose it. With little verbal 

explanation, I crafted a movement response that, similarly to Debaroti’s, limited itself to the 

upper body and face. At the same time, Debaroti worked, on her own, to generate a sequence to 

be performed live on stage.  

What seemed to emerge from the exchange of mutually foreign pop songs, both 

melancholy ballads, was a sense of painful entrapment in our own limited cultural spaces. In 

Debaroti’s piece, she finds herself entangled in a dupatta (shawl), which, at times, appears as a 

head covering, at other times as a way to cover her mouth and perhaps, silence her. She also 

wipes away her traditional kajal (kohl), and disentangles herself, with effort, from the dupatta, as 

if to liberate herself from these cultural trappings. In my on-screen piece, I pick through a large 

basket of fruit, recklessly tossing away any that don’t entirely appeal to me. Once I find an 

orange that passes muster, I peel it and indulge in it in an excessively sensual manner, still 

finding no satisfaction, in spite over-availability of resources in my culture, In both on screen 

pieces, we weep silently as we realize the rigidity of the obstacles of our cultural positioning. 

At the same time, our live, onstage responses to our own chosen songs, found us 

grappling with objects from the “other” culture. In my sequence, I discover Debaroti’s sari and, 

clumsily wrapping it around parts of my body and face, but clearly failing to comprehend its 

proper function. As the sequence progresses, I tangle and untangle myself in the sari, never 

finding the appropriate way to wear it. In her onstage sequence, Debaroti takes up a knife and 

fork, and attempts to cut, spear and eat an orange, piece by piece. As with my relationship to the 

sari, her relationship to the knife and fork, both objects discovered in the “other” culture, 
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becomes more and more uncomfortable. In my sequence with the sari, this discomfort manifests 

in more and more frenzy. In hers, it manifests in a greater and greater limitation of movement.  

Garments  

 
47, 48. Illustrations: Red Sari (left) and Blue Pumps (right), costume pieces/props from Now 

That Separateness Is Unassailable, 2019 
 

All the sequences [of Now That Separateness Is Unassailable] developed from a method 
of praxis that we call intimate acts of sharing which involves the creation of an emotional 
space, of ways to find meaning as we interact in inter-cultural, inter-religious and inter-
racial partnerships. Integral to this act of sharing is a process of deep listening, of wanting 
to compassionately understand our aesthetic, racial and cultural cadences. In our personal 
lives, Rosalie and I often exchange our garments, our scarves and when we started 
wearing each other’s shoes we were thrilled to even discover that our feet were of the 
same size.  Each of these objects holds a lot of meaning and we often try to understand 
what dressing up in a particular way signifies in our respective cultures. (Chakraborty) 
 
Early in our collaboration, Debaroti and I established garments as a significant mode of 

cultural signaling. For Debaroti, beginning the piece in a red sari and multiple cloth shoulder 

bags, positioned her iconically in her own world. In contrast, my New York City uniform 

consisted of a black coat and deep blue, high heeled pumps, a deep blue evening clutch and some 

variation of an “LBD (little black dress).” The red of the sari establishes the heat and the blue of 

my accessories establishes the cold of our opposing climates and we position ourselves and our 

cultures by donning these costumes, wearing them in the public sphere, as we create it. As the 
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piece progresses, we enter a private space and remove pieces of our uniforms. Debaroti unwraps 

her sari and I remove my shoes and coat. Both of us let down our hair.  

 Later, as part of the futile search for one another in our respective spaces, we exchange 

garments. I wrap myself, inaccurately, in the sari, and Debaroti dons my pumps and makes her 

way across the stage with great caution. This section of the piece stemmed from the fact that, in 

our personal lives, Debaroti and I regularly exchange garments, and spend many hours inquiring 

after and explaining to one another the languages of female/feminine attire in our respective 

cultures. When we are in the same country at the same time, we match or coincide our outfits as 

a way to communicate a unified message. Debaroti has spoken often about how new and exciting 

it felt to wear a pair of boots, for the first time, on her first journey to the United States. I feel 

similarly in India, where I find deep satisfaction in studying textiles, combinations and color 

palettes and learning multiple ways of draping a dupatta. When I wear these garments, or a sari, I 

find my body language and sense of self begins to transform. Debaroti says she feels similarly 

when, in the United States, she wears, for instance a knotted flannel shirt and a pair of brown 

lace up-boots with a cotton-lycra mini-dress. These exchange processes teach us to more and 

more deeply speak the language of shape, textile, color, reveal and covering that women must 

learn, with some fluency, in order to survive in any culture. As is the case with verbal language, 

as women, we cannot overestimate the extent to which this language of clothing has shaped, 

even dictated our very identities. In this sequence of Now That Separateness Is Unassailable, we 

reveal a small portion of our respective languages of feminine dress, and the exchange thereof. In 

doing so, we reveal an exchange of affect and evolving sense of self. 
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Side by Side; Loneliness in Solitude, Loneliness in Crowds 

 
49. Illustration: Rosalie Purvis (left), Debaroti Chakraborty (right), Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, New York City, 2019 
 

While we stayed in each other’s cities, Rosalie shared her how she feels at home among our 
community here who literally feeds from each other’s bowls. On the other hand, I would tell her 
how I miss an intimate, silent room of my own amidst these intermingled lives and strict sense of 
social morality. Towards the end of the sequence that I was describing above, I unwrap the sari 
in the manner of throwing aside a heavy burden and clumsily slip into Rosalie’s shoes while she 
picks up my crumpled sari and tries to wrap it all over herself as if to breathe in its essence. We 
quietly try to make a cross over, to crawl into each other’s worlds yet not knowing the elements 
that we are carrying from our own world. (Chakraborty) 

 

Inspired by the discovery we had made regarding garments, we began to recreate 

resonant aspects of our “native” urban spaces. On stage, in our first scene, through a collage of 

projected film, music and staging, we establish two worlds. On one side we rendered the feeling 

of an autorickshaw careening through the streets of Kolkata in the morning. On the other side, 

we established a taxi cruising down the broad avenues of the Upper West Side of Manhattan in 

the evening. On screen, we created a montage of the view from such an auto and such a taxicab 
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and projected it onto the screen behind us. In the soundscape, we included sounds we recorded 

on the streets of Kolkata and New York City.  

Debaroti’s space in the auto was cramped, noisy, unprotected from elements of the 

outside world. My world in the New York City taxi cab represented the exact opposite; here I sit 

alone in the back seat of an oversized car, windows closed, city streets silenced, lights muted. 

Even the driver is hidden from me, as the passenger and driver spaces of the taxi are separated by 

a partition. While Debaroti holds multiple overfull bags and struggles to juggle speaking on the 

phone, instructing the auto driver and accommodating other passengers, I sit in silence, with only 

a small clutch purse in my lap, high heeled shoes resting on the soft carpeted taxi floor. The only 

activity I can grant myself is applying lipstick while looking into my compact. At this point, 

Edith Piaf’s voice weaves her way through the sounds of the city. “Non Je Ne Regrette Rien” 

harkens back to the Esther Perel podcast episode that shaped our early discussions. Here, the 

song seems to subtly chide me, as I sit, elegantly yet vapidly, empty yet, unlike the song would 

suggest, full of regret. At the end of our respective rides, Debaroti digs around for loose coins 

that may be shaking around on the bottom of one of her bags. As she does this, I have little left to 

do but anticipate the end of my ride, as I pull out my credit card, well in advance of the ending of 

my journey.  

 At the end of this section, we find Debaroti seeking solitude and respite from the chaos. 

She takes physically drastic measures: burying her head in one of her many cloth purses and 

eventually removing her sari and crawling away. At the same time, I move slowly and resignedly 

through elegantly routine movements of an exaggerated NYC lady-hood I had often detected as a 

formative part of my own physical lexicon as an urban woman.  
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 At this point of the piece, we intentionally sought no exchange. Rather, we layered the 

two cityscapes with elements of sound, suggesting an ephemeral link between us in fleeting 

moments. This is how the piece begins, two women side by side, unbeknownst to one another 

sharing some similarities, but no connection. 

Scarcity and Excess of Food and Sexuality 

 
50. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (left), Rosalie Purvis (right), Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, Kolkata, 2018 
 

 In the early stages of developing the performance piece, we were also in the process of 

developing a workshop for students at the University of Jadavpur. In this workshop, we were 

discussing short stories by Rosario Castellanos, Clarice Lispector, Ismat Chughtai, Qurratulain 

Hyder and Mayra Santos-Febres. Inspired by the perspectives of these writers, all women, we 

began to incorporate quotes from them into the soundscore of the piece. The quotes we chose 

spoke to experiences of women from varying cultures, and, as we identified with them, we began 



   
 
100 
 

to interweave the quotes with movement renderings of our own experiences. The stories share 

some overlapping themes:  

● Emptiness 
● Oppressive social scrutiny 
● Pressure to succeed in socially constructed roles as women and as wives  
● Food, cooking,  
● Complexities of married life,  
● Plants and flowers  
● Emotional instability and “madness” 

 
Often, descriptions of iconic “female” activities provided metaphorical expressions of loneliness, 

pressure and sexuality, at once demanded and repressed. We decided to consider the women 

depicted in these stories as fictional collaborators and, as we related to them closely, we took 

their experiences as prompts. We began to write questions for one another about intersecting 

themes gleaned from these stories. We would then answer each question in the form of personal 

narratives. Once we studied our own corresponding narratives and their cultural repercussions, 

we made lists to identify some of our observations.: 

● The American/Western implication that “excess” body weight may indicate poverty as 
opposed to in India 

● Differing conceptions of female body image and aesthetics of and around the female 
body 

● Visceral fear of wasting food and the visceral response to abundance versus dearth of 
food  

● Fear of touching food and eating food in ways that we were not accustomed 
● Vegetarianism as sign of rogue liberalism in the US and eating certain kinds of meat as 

anti-extremist rebellion in India 
● Differing taboos around revealing and concealing parts of the female body 
● Differing taboos around touch of the body  
● Ownership and repression of female sexuality 
● Differing vocabularies of dance/movement 

 

 This list informed us as we worked. We chose one theme or question at a time and 

exchanged our most intimate stories, and then proceeded to embody one another’s stories in the 

form of movement sequences, thus affectively experiencing parts of one another’s lives. This 
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exchange of experience also led us to merge into aspects of one another’s bodily responses. At 

the same time, we offered our own ingrained and innate movement and performance 

palettes/aesthetics as gifts to one another’s stories. At this point, we had generated numerous 

movement sequences, all of which informed us, and some of which integrated directly into the 

piece.  

 

Bending the Unassailability of Separateness 

 
51. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (on screen), Rosalie Purvis (on stage) Now That 

Separateness Is Unassailable, Kolkata, 2018 
  

By tracing our own process of exchange and resulting, evolving, intimacy, we determined 

an overarching structure that follows the complex process of intercultural connection. The 

narrative arc of the piece begins with isolation and ends with connection. The beginning of the 

piece finds two women isolated in their separate worlds, traversing their separate cities. As the 

piece progresses, the two women slowly search for ways to connect. First, the garments they 

shed offer an initial entry into one another’s private spheres. Each woman seeks, by engaging 
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with the garment, and then by attempting to wear it, a memory, a scent, a way of moving that 

will perhaps conjure the other woman, for whom she longs. Yet, the women themselves continue 

to elude one another.  

 From there on out, we seek connection in a number of ways that Debaroti and I generated 

through our exchange techniques. We depict one another separated: one on and one off screen, as 

we communicate through WhatsApp or Skype, screens mediate our relationships when we are far 

apart. Then, they are struggling within their domestic spaces, reckoning with food, scarcity and 

overabundance and a fear of excess of body and sexuality. In this sequence, the choreography 

moves them in and out of nearly reaching one another, but each time, an obstacle in their actions 

prevents them. If anything, the uniting force here is the audio -- the fact that we are engaging in 

their domestic duties against the voices of other women who have reckoned with the same 

challenges, across cultures and across history. 

 As the piece draws closer to the end, the women are able to find and see one another in 

the same space. At this point, they are both fatigued and dissociating from reality as a result of 

their mutual loneliness. This loneliness stems from their respective cultural positions as women 

combined with the relentlessness of their separation. The two women seek to comfort one 

another, again via keen observation and exchange of rituals and movements intended to soothe. 

These movements differ, even as their intent or tone is largely understood. In fact, the women 

may be receiving the acts of transfer more deeply than if they had held fluency in one another’s 

language of movement. Their acts of exchange begin to uncover previously obscured meanings 

of their movements, which leads to a sense of wonder and play. Their motions of comfort 

subsequently lead to a quickening exchange of dances. 
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Dance Exchange 

 
52. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty (left), Rosalie Purvis (right), Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, Kolkata, 2018 
 
 We established a sequence near the end of the piece where we called out words to one 

another, and then danced in response. Then we sought to embody the other person’s movement 

interpretation via imitation. We chose to improvise these exchanges each night, to make space 

for the vulnerability of these intercultural transactions. Because these exchanges were so 

revealing, the temptation would arise to “perform” the potential discomfort of “failing” at the 

other person’s prompt or dance. Performing projected cross-cultural discomfort, however, 

conceals the real discomfort, and in intercultural exchange, we must surrender to the discomfort. 

Thus, as experienced performers who could easily, convincingly falsify discomfort, we had to 

resolve to commit to fully attempting true cross embodiment, even in the unpredictability of all 

its potential discomforts. 
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 Finally, we end the piece with this mirroring. At first, it seems that the movements we 

offer one another as joyous will be easy to repeat and universal in their idiom. What we discover, 

as dancers, is that the movements actually harken quite specifically to our own cultural reference 

points and we placed ourselves in a position to “learn” via mimicry, revealing what we 

invariably retained of the idiom of our own cultural movement pattern. This nearly final 

sequence created the culmination of cultural layering effect; details of movement of culture atop 

other movements of culture, palimpsestic, beyond translation. Instead of transferring the meaning 

from one into the other, we layer each meaning to create a multilayered palimpsest one on top of 

the other. This layering mimics and pays humble homage to the complexity of diaspora in 

movement, language, culture and even cuisine. Translation crosses and replaces one with the 

other -- this cross-layering method gently layers one sheer layer over another creating a new 

language or mode altogether. 
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Musical and Linguistic Havens for Exiled Women 

 
 

53. Illustration: Woodcut by Prarthana Hazra 
 

 
In the last scene of the piece, the film montage projects a woodcut by Kolkata-based artist 

and Chaepani set designer Prarthana Harza, depicting a series of scenes in which a woman poses 

in tender and playful ways with a flower. Here, we reveal the two women intentionally seeking 

to mimic the images in the painting, pointing to the screen, and then taking turns posing to mimic 
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the woman or the flower. For this final moment in the dance, we chose to end in the comfort and 

sensuality of Dorival Caymmi’s song And Roses and Roses, performed by Astrud Gilberto. The 

song with English lyrics is by Ray Gilbert, but Astrud Gilberto’s voice molds the words with a 

distinctly Portugese inflection. While we deeply enjoy this genre of music, neither Debaroti nor I 

have significant grounding in its movement patterns. The musical and linguistic space provides a 

space for us to visit, like tourists on vacation and also like rootless migrants finding a temporary 

footing. Much in the way French language and Edith Piaf creates a common, intimate border 

space for Jeane Claude and Jacqueline to finally meet and begin to (re)connect intimately, the 

Astrud Gilberto song offers the two women a space to playfully create new bonds. At the start of 

our piece, the Edith Piaf song, sung in French, a language zone in which neither of them resides, 

creates an ephemeral connection between the two women when they are far apart. At the end of 

the piece, the Astrud Gilberto song provides a third meeting space -- a border zone, at the end of 

the piece.  

 
54. Illustration: A moment from Now That Separateness is Unassailable) 



   
 
107 
 

 
In addition to Edith Piaf and Astrud Gilberto, a third woman's voice leads us through the 

piece, and that is Somdutta Roi. Ever since we collaborated on Root Map, Somdutta’s voice has 

become a thread that runs through all my creative impulses. For Now That Separateness Is 

Unassailable, Somdutta’s voice came through to both acknowledge the pain of separation and 

yet also bring tones of comfort, here, she served as a root into the circumstance and an impetus to 

move forward even when we found ourselves stuck in some sort of audio or emotional loop. At 

some points in the dance, Debaroti and I found ourselves caught in a repetitive movement that 

stemmed from a “stuckness” or inertia/haunt of emotion and then, when Somdutta’s voice 

emerged in the score, her song would give us renewed strength to, against all odds, move into the 

next scene.  
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Conclusion: Women in Intimate Exchange 

 
55. Illustration: Debaroti Chakraborty, Rosalie Purvis and Debra Castillo posing for a 

photograph with audience members from our Samsi College, Malda showing of Now That 
Separateness Is Unassailable, 2018 

 
Looking back to the tropes that shaped our methods in Root Map chapter, we established 

that: 

While women don’t represent the degree of innocent understanding conveyed via the 
perspective of children and animals, their presence as archetypes reveal another layer of 
absurdity of the border’s political determination. In the face of patriarchal hegemony of 
borders, the women expose, often by their very presence, a contrasting mode of 
interaction that disarms our view of the border, particularly its gatekeeping systems.    
The themes of women at the border and the “femininity” of the border crosser set against 
the “machismo” of the guards comes up in nearly all of our generative narratives. (Root 
Map) 
 
When considering this, it is no surprise that it is two women who, in Now That 

Separateness is Unassailable, model the techniques of circumventing the hegemony of the 

borders of “taste.” Bharucha’s text, one that informed my own methods greatly, Theatre and the 
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World: Performance and the Politics of Culture, addresses numerous revered Western artists 

whose engagement with Eastern practitioners and practices, when examined, reveal toxic 

patterns of condescension, appropriation, and exploitation. I couldn’t help but notice that, in this 

earlier text, Bharucha takes to task only highly established artists within a particular taste 

“bracket.” No female directors are mentioned. This absence begs the question of whether 

practitioners who work with feminist, womanist, or queer models, may find methods of 

interculturalism that directors who work with male-dominated, ego-driven models fail to engage 

or understand.  

As Debaroti and I worked on Now that Separateness Is Unassailable, we grew 

increasingly aware how much of our methods revolved around the ways we connected around 

our particular identities as feminine and/or femme identifying women. While, on the one hand, I 

resist relegating methods or behaviors exclusively to the territory of particular gender identities, I 

have, nonetheless, wondered whether our model is a distinctly “feminist” or even “feminine” 

one. Ultimately, While I cannot ignore that Now That Separateness Is Unassailable seems to 

especially resonate with women and femme-identifying people, I maintain that while our 

methods may originate in oft overlooked historically female response systems, they can and 

ought to be applied among creative partners of any gender identification.  
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56. Illustration: Rosalie Purvis (right) and Debaroti Chakraborty (left), Malda, 2018 
 

As we performed the piece, Debaroti and I thought back to our grandmothers and the 

rituals in which they sought comfort after political and border trauma. Women’s modes of 

resilience and survival have been so often overlooked or dismissed in political narratives. 

Whether these two women, like countless others, followed these behavioral patterns strictly 

because these were socially or maritally prescribed to them, they left us a legacy of tools for 

cooperative engagement of intercultural sisterhood.  
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Chapter 3 

Late for Durga and the Double Bind - 

Prologue 

Intercultural Morass   

 
57. Illustration: Ganges River, Kolkata, 2018 

While filming a promo video for “The Winged Man,” we took a small boat through the 

Ganges River. When we stepped out of the boat, I somehow miscalculated where to put my feet 

and found myself sinking past my ankles in mud. I pulled out my feet, but my shoes stayed 

behind. I had to dig them out with my hands. The more I tried to extricate myself from the mud, 
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the deeper I sank. I could feel the eyes of the entire crowd on me. Their gaze did not feel unkind 

but persistent, and I found myself more and more deeply ashamed of my inability to function in 

the landscape.  

Danny helped me out of the mud and led me to a nearby bench. I felt completely unable 

to carry on with my feet and shoes muddied. This made me feel even more foolish since I knew 

that, without a second thought, people all around us were walking barefoot through the streets of 

Kolkata and in the mud along the Ganges. I also felt ashamed of the fact that my body had failed 

to get on and off the boat gracefully -- and thus failed to pay proper respect to the sacred 

Ganges.  

“Do not worry,” Debaroti said to me. “This could just as easily have happened to me! In 

fact, it has many times after such a boat ride. And also, remember the time I tripped on our 

journey to Akwesasne. When I twisted my ankle? I felt just as you do now!” 

“It is entirely different. That time you tripped we were stepping out of a gas station shop. 

That’s nothing special. But here I am on the banks of the Ganges river. This mud is sacred!” I 

argued. 

“Oh, don’t worry, sister,” said Debaroti, and laughed that off.  

At this moment, as other film crew members washed my shoes in a water station, Danny 

began to pour water onto my feet to rinse off the mud. I felt even more embarrassed that now my 

clumsiness had led to inconvenience on their part.  In response to my self-deprecating comments, 

Danny began to sing a song in Hindi. The film crew all started to sing along. They all laughed. 

So did Debaroti.   

“What are they singing?”  

She said, “It’s a song in Hindi that means: “You are a goddess...I will wash your feet.” 
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“You see,” Debaroti explained, “Sacred can still be just as messy.” 

Lost in Translation: The Double Bind of Where We Are from and 
Where We Are Going 

One thing I urge you to do when you are reading and writing is to figure out, literally, 
where your feet stand, what position you’re taking: Are you speaking from a white, male, 
middle-class perspective? Are you speaking from a working- class, colored, ethnic 
location? For whom are you speaking? To whom are you speaking? What is the context, 
where do you locate your experience? In the Bronx, in Southern California? Why are you 
doing this research? What are your motivations? What are the stakes, what’s at stake—to 
use a popular theoretical expression. In other words, what’s in it for you? What are the 
terms of the debate and who set up these terms?  (Anzaldua, 193) 

 
In her essay “On the Process of Writing Borderlands/la Frontera,” Anzaldúa urges us to 

write from awareness of where our feet are standing. I wrote Late for Durga from a time when 

my feet were not standing but slipping — not only slipping but sinking, stuck, and then finally 

dirty. Much to my dismay, my friends in Kolkata thus had to steady me, pull me out of the mud, 

and then clean the mud off my inept feet. Late for Durga came to me in this moment of 

slipping/slippage, and the process of making the play mirrored those unsteady, sluggish and 

“messy” steps. I often lost my cultural and artistic grounding in the making of Late for Durga. I 

could have gone out of my way to avoid the mess, perhaps by denying the project, perhaps by 

engaging with a “safer” one. Or rather, I could have avoided addressing the challenging issues 

with which the project collided. To do so, however, seemed disingenuous. We had reached a 

point where it seemed important for me to make this East-West crossing and cope with the 

consequences as best I could. The complexity needed to be revealed — brought to light, however 

imperfectly. The border -- whether metaphorical or physical — is neither, in terms of definition 

nor migrascapes, a neat, clean space. The more I tried to gain mastery over the physical and 

metaphorical morass, the more clumsily and messily I seemed to inhabit it. Somehow, within the 
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endless slipping of conflict and contradiction, I had to find presence. As Gayatri Spivak writes in 

An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization: 

When we find ourselves in the subject position of two determinate decisions, both right 
(or both wrong), one of which cancels the other, we are in an aporia, which by definition 
cannot be crossed, or a double bind. It is not a logical or philosophical problem like a 
contradiction, a dilemma, a paradox. It can only be described as an experience. It 
discloses itself in being crossed. (104-105) 

 

Spivak refers to “the double bind” as “living with contradictory instructions” (2). Indeed, over 

the course of her work, she refers to this “double bind” whenever she confronts a discordance or 

contradiction between two realities. For instance, how the novel stems from male writers in an 

oppressive colonial culture and is now a favorite genre for contemporary Indian women writers, 

thus raising the question: how do we reconcile the genre’s roots with its results?  

Late for Durga marked my fifth collaboration with Chaepani. For this project, I wrote a 

play, in collaboration with Debaroti, that responded to the Durga Festival, or Pujo, in Kolkata. 

Here, more directly than anywhere else in our work together to date, I engaged with a cultural 

narrative and religious/spiritual iconography native to the culture of my community in Kolkata, 

yet foreign to me. In this chapter I will describe the process of creating this project. First, I will 

reflect on the complex process of cross-cultural reckoning that led to the writing of the script. 

Then, I will describe the process of developing and staging the play. More than any of our other 

projects, Late for Durga forced us to reckon with numerous ingrained cultural histories, biases 

and inequities. I will expose the challenges I faced to deepen our collaboration through, around 

and about these obstacles and how we attempted to hold space within the double bind of these 

challenges.  
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Craving a response from East to West: From The Winged Man to Late 
for Durga 

We created the play Late for Durga in response to a simultaneous project,Debaroti’s 

adaptation of José Rivera’s play The Winged Man, which I address in chapter four. As this was a 

Western play that we adapted for an Eastern audience, a sense of imbalance lingered in between 

the lines of our work. I worried that we had engaged in a process of navigating a text and its 

mythologies ”from West to East'' but that we had not adapted a text and mythologies “from East 

to West.'' I suggested to Debaroti that we might consciously choose a narrative from a Bengali 

context to adapt in some way to a Western context as a suitable next goal for us. While she was 

not bothered by a sense of imbalance as I was, she did agree to think of a suitable text for me to 

adapt. We put the word out to the company, but no one came forward with a script or text, so the 

question remained unresolved.  

Meanwhile, I had been planning my return trip for early October of that year, which I 

learned coincided with Durga Pujo, a festival honoring the Hindu goddess Durga. While I knew 

little about it, I was pleased at the prospect of experiencing this festival, which is celebrated 

widely for several days throughout Kolkata. In no way, however, was I considering the festival  

as linked to our work. Nonetheless, every member of the company expressed their excitement 

that I would arrive in Kolkata the night before the festival began. Each time I corresponded with 

members of Chaepani, the festival was mentioned at some point. In bits and pieces, I learned 

about the goddess Durga and I began to glean snippets of impressions as to how she is honored 

in the festival. From what little I knew about Durga, I drew thematic parallels between her 

mythology and that referenced in The Winged Man:  

● Motherhood 
● Separation from one’s child(ren) 
● Women bearing burdens of mythic proportions 
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● Religious/spiritual iconography woven into pedestrian contexts 
● Sacrifice 

 
When I revealed my tentative comparative analysis to Debaroti, she suggested that, once I had 

spent a few days exploring the festival, I write a short play based on what I had 

observed/experienced. The play, we decided, would be an adaptation of the Durga Pujo, itself, 

treating the rituals and impressions as original “text.” Debaroti deemed this process a fitting 

companion piece to her “West-East” adaptation of The Winged Man. As she explained, within a 

culture rooted in narrative traditions, adapting ritual and mythology would serve as an apt 

response to adapting a script, as we had done with The Winged Man.  

 I resolved to withhold creative decision making until I had gathered impressions from the 

festival itself. The only tentative requirement I set for myself was to eventually model the play’s 

structure after that of the culturally adapted script of The Winged Man that Debaroti had created.   

In preparation for the festival, I conducted a bit of preliminary research on Durga. As I 

read, I grew uneasy. I became cognizant of a dissonance between my perfunctory, theoretical 

understanding of the Durga narrative and the deeply personal way my close friends in Chaepani 

related to the Durga Pujo. I feared that I stood at a border that I could neither traverse nor 

comprehend. A sense of alienation ensued, drawing my attention to unsettling observations I had 

made during my journeys to India. These observations, which I will list below, loomed suddenly 

like tremendous obstacles between me and the next collaboration with Chaepani. I determined 

that it would be necessary to take stock of these impressions before the next challenge of 

intercultural work began. The play called Late for Durga evolved, both in process and product, 

into an, at times painful push-pull between revelation and confusion.  

In his 2016 talk in Zagreb “Rethinking Interculturalism,” Rustom Bharucha explains 

how, many years ago, he once asked a Muslim woman to tell him why, in her eyes, in spite of 
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how well the Hindu and Muslim communities seemed to get on prior to the conflict, the partition 

violence was able to rise to the level it did. The woman responded instantly with what one would 

think of as an insignificant anecdote about how the Hindu neighbors would indeed invite them to 

join in certain festival celebrations but then would also serve them last and expect them to aid the 

staff in the cleaning after the event. He stresses this story, explaining how it is the cumulative 

effect of small moments of cultural tension, bubbling beneath the surface, that eventually erupt 

into violent conflict. Indeed, what we might call “micraggressions” are frequently named as a 

first step on the road to genocide.   

As a result of Bharucha’s explanation of this seemingly small cross-cultural infraction, I 

decided to delve into my own moments of cultural confusion/conflict and seek to understand 

them. Many of the thoughts that ran through my mind grappled with my role as foreigner, and, 

specifically as a privileged Westerner in Kolkata. When we worked on Root Map, while I was 

the only white European, the diversity of Western participants shielded me to some extent from 

navigating my position. Then, during The Winged Man, I deferred to Chaepani members to lead 

the project and surrendered myself completely to their view of the process. But in this project, 

my voice would come to the forefront. In the context of the quest for intercultural performance-

making, I realized, both before and during the process of conceptualizing and creating Late for 

Durga, that analyzing my troubling observations was my best chance at dismantling any latent 

power they might hold. Below follows a description of these observations in their most raw and 

honest form, along with my attempts to make sense of them. While I did not realize it at the time, 

confronting these cross-cultural challenges formed the basis of our Late for Durga script. 
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Fear/Avoiding Western Trappings  

As I conducted research on the the goddess Durga, I found myself standing at a distance 

when it came to the mythologies and lure of the mystique of India. In part, I realized I was 

avoiding casting myself in the cliché role of Westerners — especially Western, white women — 

drawn superficially by the allure of goddess idols and other religious cultural manifestations. 

Because this draw to the spiritual allure of India often links itself to Yoga practices and studies, I 

broadly and often jokingly refer to this phenomenon as “yogappropriation.” In order to avoid this 

yogappropriation, I realized now, I had turned away from any topic that even hinted at “the 

spirituality of India.” In fact, even as we decided, initially at my own prompting, to create a piece 

about my response to the festival, I felt a resistance to the process from deep within.  

At the same time, I was cognizant of the risks of prioritizing Western tropes and texts in 

my work with Chaepani. While Chaepani members had chosen and enjoyed their work on The 

Winged Man, I worried they had exerted significant “emotional labor” by delving into this 

Western story. According to our established method of “Narrative and Esthetic Exchange,” this 

labor of homage to Western story merited a corresponding response.  

On the other hand, in Theatre of the World, Rustom Bharucha describes numerous 

accounts about Western performance practitioners (in these accounts almost always men) who 

come to India, arrogantly and superficially claim narrative and esthetic artifacts of India’s 

spirituality as their own, and utilize these artifacts as exotic tools towards their own artistic gains, 

without offering anything in return. The “otherness” of their methods lends them a certain clout. 

At the same time, Bharucha also observes how Western audiences tend to ignore Indian theatre 

companies who produce Western plays. I vacillated, internally, between my contradictory 

worries. Was it problematic to expect Chaepani to spend their creative energies on Western 
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stories? Did this somehow suggest that Western stories were superior? I did not want my work 

with the company to in any way resemble a kind of “missionary work” as I brought Western 

stories and techniques to Chaepani, particularly when The Winged Man harkens, albeit in 

critically deconstructed manner, to Biblical iconography, was an act akin to narrative and 

esthetic conversion. Were my offerings inadvertently reinforcing Western colonial legacies? Or, 

conversely, was it inappropriate for me, a Westerner, to, in return, engage with Indian 

mythologies? Even though or because the Chaepani members had invited me into the world, 

would my response to the Durga Pujo inevitably constitute appropriation of precisely the kind I 

most feared?  

As I brought these questions to Debaroti, she reminded me that we had forged our entire 

creative process on narrative exchange techniques as we had established them in Root Map and 

then honed them in Now That Separateness Is Unassailable and even in The Winged Man. In 

those exchanges, we had committed to suspending all judgments of the process. Why would we 

halt that mode of engagement now? Even if it became difficult at times?  

Yet, before moving forward into a world of sacred mythology, I confronted the fact that I 

come from a culture where my pathway to [knowing about] India was partially paved and 

partially obstructed by all these troubled facets of East-West connection. As a child, I learned of 

India in part from Westernized yoga and, eventually, its corresponding commercial “gear.” 

My origins as an intercultural artist working in India have their roots in a place of tangled 

fusions. I come from a cultural sphere that is at once liberal and “multicultural” -- yet also deeply 

rooted in consumerism and colonialism.  In many ways, as my friends in West Bengal say: “I 

belong to this place.” And I am guilty of turning away from the “problems” of 

“yogappropriation” by wearing the mid-compression yoga leggings with the built in iPhone 
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pocket. I am guilty of that and so much more. My entire esthetic and perhaps my entire life-

narrative has been woven with threads of the problematic Western and at times white-woman 

specific attributes that I had laid out prior to beginning the process of crafting Late for Durga. I 

grew up and lived, without fully recognizing it, among cultural relics stolen by the hippie 

generation, appropriated Indian garments marking a quest for a vaguely defined sense of spiritual 

awakening, which may have stemmed from India, but which had been plucked up without its 

roots. 

Garments 

I remember how tall and confident I felt when I walked around in Rosalie’s pair of boots 
in NYC and how humorous it appeared when I walked out of the airport in Kolkata in the 
same pair of boots. Secretly, I wanted to hide the boots back here. Similarly, Rosalie who 
is often excited to explore the textures and colours of fabric and learns the different ways 
of draping a sari is hesitant to wear most of them in her world where she is cautious to not 
communicate any form of cultural appropriation. These intimate acts made us aware of the 
markers that a colour, a motif, a texture, body lines and languages carry in a particular 
culture and as women how we performatively negotiate through these fluid borders to 
survive in our professional and private lives. (Chakraborty) 
 
In her essay, “The Many “Truths” of Bowls, Buses and Borders:  in Intimate Acts of  

Crossing,” Debaroti addresses the powerful effect various garments have on our sense of self, 

culture, and place. For both of us, on a personal level, donning one another’s clothes and shoes 

facilitated surprisingly profound intimacy through an indirect process of embodiment, a literal 

“walking a day in someone else’s shoes.” On the other hand, crossing the borders offered by the 

cultural specificity of garments, proved a charged and socio-politically endeavor. Much like the 

experience of language students in immersion programs, learning the subtleties of the idiom and 

accent of the clothing of our respective cultures is an ongoing process, rich with discovery and 

understanding yet fraught with discomfort. The relationship between the language of 
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Western/American and Indian garments reflects Anzaldua’s “border wound,” by exposing 

legacies of cultural ignorance and colonialism. 

On one of my first days in Kolkata, I saw a young housekeeper in a well-tailored Kurta, 

that I later learned our tailor could make and fit to the body for less than pennies. My mind 

struggled to process her garment in the context of a completely unfamiliar set of social 

structures. This young woman, I knew, worked for a relatively low wage. Yet her Kurta evoked 

in me an association of luxury. At first, I struggled to understand this naive and confusing 

association in myself. After a few weeks, I realized that, up until my arrival in India, I had 

largely associated such a garment with privileged, white women who had the means to travel to 

India. While there, these women acquired at least one Kurta, albeit often from an airport shop, or 

similarly Western-targeted establishment. Or perhaps some of these women had never traveled to 

India but had encountered a Kurta in a “socially conscious” boutique, admired its handiwork or 

textile and perhaps enjoyed its air of the “exotic.” Regardless, now these women wear it, often 

untailored, and thus, by Indian standards poorly fitted, in combination with expensive “India-

inspired” Western garments.  
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58. Illustration: Book Cover on which American author and food critic Ruth Reichl, Food 

Critic, wears a Kurta  
 

These India-made and India-inspired garments, by association, signal a specific set of 

messages when worn by Western, especially white women. The woman likely has, what we 

might deem “liberal political views” in the United States. Her education comes from accredited 

institutions of learning yet has led her to opinions that question or even counter the same state 

that has sanctioned her acquired knowledge. She attempts, at least in theory, to question 

commercial and Western esthetics, which tend to resonate as somewhat counter cultural. These 

styles have been adopted, to various degrees, precisely to signal these political views and yet 

eventually “trickle” so far both “down” and “up” and “across” the fashion food chain that their 

cultural journey points have been long forgotten. Thus, as with most trends that continue to 

recycle themselves in the culture, their meaning begins to elude their consumers. The 

appropriated silhouettes take on a role similar to that of spices, once brutally pillaged from 
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colonized regions, now applied sparingly in Western/“white” food to add a small hint of flavor 

— esthetic stimulation — to Western/“white” palettes. Too much of this “spice” and the food 

becomes less palatable to the Western/“white” consumers whose tastes dictate the market. With 

fashion, a hint of “exotic flavor” does “add interest” to the look but add too much of the style and 

Western consumers become uncomfortable. Either they may begin to recognize appropriation or 

the wearer of the garments appears (too far) “out of touch” with Western/“white” aesthetic. The 

person appears to have one foot out the door of Western society and perhaps cannot entirely be 

trusted.  

During one of Debaroti’s visits to my native city of New York, I decided to show her a 

small piece of what I had come to despise about its culture; the relentless materialism and wealth 

that seemed to drown out the idealistic artistic voices the city had once welcomed. I took her on a 

stroll along Central Park South, from the Trump Shopping Center in Columbus Circle to Fifth 

Avenue. As we turned onto Fifth Avenue, we passed a window in Bergdorf Goodman’s 

displaying some new spring designs. I explained how fashionistas covered the opportunity to see 

the new displays in these windows as they were thought to herald new seasonal trends. By 

coincidence, this particular window featured two “India-inspired” outfits.  

Debaroti’s eyes widened in amazement at the cut and coordination of the garments. 

“They are not well-constructed and the fabrics are of such low quality!” she remarked. I directed 

her attention to the price tags, which reached into the thousands for each individual item.  
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59. Illustration: Debaroti by the window at Bergdorf Goodman’s  

 
I explained to her the ways in which I now noticed Indian clothing styles copied into 

certain Western esthetics. The couture style designs we were looking at on Fifth Avenue 

represented one version of appropriation. Later, when we toured Portland, I showed Debaroti a 

small boutique selling priced-up mass-produced garments using Indian fabrics and designs. 

Though these prices remained in the two to three-digit range, Debaroti was still surprised by the 

price. “Who would pay $95 dollars for this simple blouse?” She wondered. I then showed her the 

garment’s label, which boasted of the ethical practices used to create the garment. The garment 

had, apparently, been woven, painted and stitched by a woman in a small “third world” village. 

The label contained a photograph of such a woman — whether it was the woman remained 

ambiguous — smiling broadly into the camera from a romanticized, bucolic landscape.  

“You see?” I explained, “If I, as a Western woman, buy this, I am told I am supporting 

this woman — or women like her” 

“I see,” said Debaroti quietly without a hint of irony “So Western women are willing to 

pay these prices to feel virtuous. It is ‘virtue’ for which they are paying.” 
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“I Went to India and I Feel Like I Had a Spiritual Awakening…?” 

As these small and even intangible results and symbols of colonialism ran through my 

mind, and as I sought to make meaning of them, I wrestled, above all, with my own positioning 

as “the Foreign Woman.” To make matters worse, as I traveled to Kolkata for the festival, one of 

the many films I watched to ease the twenty-hour journey was Eat Pray Love. The film brashly 

employs a glossy-lensed view of India, as a backdrop for the protagonist’s personal, emotional 

self-discovery. In the end, the hardships and spiritual practices of this highly aestheticized 

version of India serve as a playground for vaguely defined spiritual awakening or reckoning with 

uncomfortable emotions. I watched the film with widened eyes, guilty and curious, like a 

voyeuristic yet frightened rubbernecker passing a car wreck on the highway. The film embodied 

all too well, my “white guilt anxieties'' and came to represent, in my mind, the opposite of what I 

wished to achieve in my work with Chaepani. Nearly as soon as I arrived, I requested that 

Avirupa and Debaroti vow to to prevent our work, or rather my contribution to our work, from 

ever devolving into what I called the “Eat Pray Love-style.” Debaroti and Avirupa listened to 

what I said but did not share my concerns. I noted this as well, and Debaroti explained that I, as 

an American, would be far more attuned to the phenomenon and results of cultural appropriation. 

Debaroti recalled how, in Kolkata, at our first party together, when she and our friends had 

dressed the Western guests in Saris, we had all hesitated on the grounds that perhaps to wear a 

Sari noted appropriation on our parts. Our anxieties about appropriation confused our hosts who 

had not heard of this concept before. “Does “appropriation” mean that we, as Indians, cannot 

wear denim?” asked one colleague with some disdain. From there we had to explain that, in fact, 

appropriation, in the manner that concerned us, applies only to cultures “with more privilege 

and/or power” utilizing artifacts or customs of a culture “with less privilege and/or power.” 
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Debashish recalled a time where he felt this sense of anxiety when he was filming in a tribal 

village. When the locals invited him to join in a particular ritual, he hesitated. In spite of the fact 

that he had been invited to participate, he found himself wondering whether engaging with the 

ritual would in some way offend his guests. He felt a kind of guilt at partaking in this activity 

innate to a culture with fewer resources and power than his own.  

I responded that the hesitation and guilt he described indeed resembled how we felt when 

we were invited to wear saris. He paused to consider this. Then, with one eyebrow raised he 

asked me: 

“So you are saying that you consider us to be ‘tribal’?” 

I realized, in that moment, that outside of the Western context, some of our anxieties of 

appropriation could be construed as condescending, as they hinge on an assumption of global 

hierarchies, that may not seem tangible among individuals. This begs the question: to what extent 

can individuals take on the burdens of global inequities? Do we risk being condescending when 

we do so? Nonetheless, to me, the inequities seemed so palpable within the American and so-

called “first world” context. “Eat Pray Love-ism” seemed innate to the white-woman-tourist-in-

India identity. Whether the community here recognized that sense of mindless West-East cultural 

consumption, I could not seem to escape it. In part to convey my deep concern, I found myself 

creating a persona -- a caricature really-- of a young, Western, white woman who has come to 

India to find/purchase a “Spiritual Awakening.” I would bring out her “voice,” with a very 

particular set of speech patterns, whenever I feared I was moving into troubling Western tropes 

or ignorance.  
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60. Illustration: Julia Roberts in Eat Pray Love with added “me”  

 
While Debaroti and Avirupa found this character entertaining and laughed at my 

portrayal, and, in time, were even able to imitate her, I knew they had not actually met anyone 

who bore these particular traits of cultural positioning. Still, by embodying this character, they 

came to know her a bit and I hoped that perhaps they would warn me if I ever actually resembled 

her. I kept this character close, as a reminder to myself of the demographic against which my 

identity leans dangerously close, in my mind, threatening to slip into it at the slightest misstep.  

My angst about the slippery slope to yogapproproation plagued me far more than it did 

my friends. We spoke at length about “the colonized mind” and “the colonizer’s mind” and the 

slippage between the two into white guilt. I thought of where I had witnessed a similar 

manifestation of guilt in the past. A couple I knew in New York City had hired a young German 

au-pair to help care for their children and teach them a bit of German in the process. When the 

young woman -- she couldn’t have been older than twenty — realized that the couple was 

Jewish, she spent two nights tossing and turning with guilt and confusion. The couple, noticing 

that she seemed a bit anxious and reserved, wondered what was troubling her. One morning they 

came down to find the young woman in the kitchen sobbing as she prepared breakfast. When she 

saw the couple, she took their hands and apologized profusely for the wrongs of “her people” 
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during World War Two. Not once had the couple mentally linked this young woman to Nazism. 

Furthermore, their respective families had resided in the United States long before the war and 

this girl was herself at least three generations removed. Not knowing what else to do, the couple 

reassured and “forgave” her.  

Now I began to see myself as a version of this naive young girl, on the one hand clumsily 

claiming accountability of privilege and inadvertently leaking guilt for others to clean up after 

her. But again, what would be the alternative? Avoiding the conversation altogether? Staying 

only where I knew the ground was sound and dry? If so, the work journey intercultural exchange 

would come to a halt.  

Durga near and Far; Telling and Translating Our Myths  

A few weeks before I departed for my latest journey, Totini, who was 11 years old at the 

time we created the play, told me over FaceTime that she was looking forward to two things: 

“the arrival of Rosalie and the arrival of Durga.” Indeed, as I prepared for my journey and 

corresponded with my Chaepani friends, my arrival and Durga’s “arrival” seemed to link 

themselves, at times comically, in people’s minds. “You and Durga will arrive together,” joked 

Danny. Two days before I traveled, Debaroti sent me photos of the city decorated with lights and 

shimmering streamers. “The city has adorned itself for you,” she messaged me. Of course, it was 

Durga who merited this adornment, not I. Nonetheless, I played along with the joke and created a 

photoshopped image of myself with multiple arms and a lion beneath me and sent it around to 

Chaepani, joking that I was borrowing Durga’s lion to come to Kolkata. Avirupa pointed out that 

the Durga rendition I had pasted was actually not from West Bengal but from a different region. 
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This subtle observation reminded me, yet again, that my understanding of Durga would remain, 

always, at a distance.  

 
61. Illustration: Durga Collage, 2018 

 
Even after I arrived, the company continued to affectionately link me to Durga, at times 

joking and at times in earnest. I felt deeply flattered by these connections, even made in jest. But 

I also felt a profound sense of unworthiness to fulfill them. One night, attending one of the Durga 

parties, a man whom I had just met began to explain the story of Durga to me. The conversation 

began with my rather silly comment that I liked Durga’s lion and that something I admired about 

Durga, on first impression, was that she had apparently tamed this lion.  

“And who is this lion?” the man asked me.  

“I don’t know.”  
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“What do you think?” he asked, like a teacher waiting patiently for me to perform a new 

equation on my own.  

“Perhaps the lion symbolizes...strength?” 

The man nodded subtly, kindly, confirming that my response may indeed make up a 

small part but certainly not all of the story.  

“Perhaps the lion represents...animal passions? Inspiration?” 

“Perhaps…!” said the man. “And, then, in that case, who IS this lion?” 

“I am not sure I know…” I answered.  

“Well, who has she tamed and who carries her? Who supports her?” 

“...” 

“It is her husband!”  

Long pause. I had a recollection of someone telling me that Durga had no husband. But I 

realized that I had likely misunderstood.  

“In fact,” the man said, “it is Shiva. And of course she has the power to tame Shiva. And 

to bring him here. And to bring herself here….in fact she has brought YOU here!” He smiled 

broadly at this.  

“She has?” I asked.  

“Of course she has. How else could you have possibly come here!” 
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62. Illustration: idol of the Goddess Durga with her Lion, Kolkata, 2018 

 

People would explain the Durga mythology to me in many different ways. Most often, 

the descriptions seemed cryptic to me. I realized they were telling me the Durga story in the way 

I might tell someone the foundational stories of my own cultural heritage:  the story of Passover 

or perhaps, or the birth of Athena, or plot of The Tempest. My understanding of the mythos of 

these stories would have entangled itself fundamentally with memory, culture, diverse narrative 

renderings and endless analysis and interpretation. I began to realize that as we retell our 

culturally ingrained narratives, that we rarely begin at the beginning. In fact, we may not even 

know or remember the “beginning,” because we were born into the middle of these stories.  

I thought back to exchanges like this that took place in my classroom back when I was 

teaching English to international students. I recall a very David Sedaris-like moment when a 

middle-aged Polish priest and a Brazilian teenage girl attempted to explain aspects of 

Catholicism to a group of young Japanese women.  
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“Jesus is the one who died for our sins. Well he was killed. Then he came back to life. 

God is his father. And so now we eat his body and drink his blood…” the Brazilian teenager 

began.  

The priest nodded and smiled approvingly. The Japanese women, however, looked on 

with a combination of shock and confusion that puzzled the Brazilian girl. I took a moment to 

relinquish my own pre-existing knowledge of Christianity, in order to survey the information 

through the eyes of the young Japanese woman. Then, I tried to hear the story as the priest might 

have heard it. Indeed, the barrier between the perspectives seemed insurmountable. The Brazilian 

girl noticed the confusion and never completed her story.  

I imagined that my process of getting to know Durga was quite similar to how these 

Japanese women heard about Catholicism on that day; I lacked so much prior knowledge and 

memory-connection to the content, I would never understand it. And I had given up hope that I 

would.  

But then someone told the story in a way that deeply resonated with me — and that was 

11-year-old Totini who had been by my side, both on and offstage, for almost all the projects I 

worked on with Chaepani. She had also taught me most of my retained Bengali words, guided 

me through various local foods and customs, and shown me around the Pujo pandals.  
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63. Illustration: Totini telling the story of Durga, Kolkata, 2018  

 
Totini’s narration of the Durga story revealed that she knew her audience -- me -- very well. She 

managed to culturally translate the story and what she considered its fundamental layers, using a 

combination of a shared language of our own common idioms, a theatricality we had created 

over the course of our shared projects, as well as inside feminist humor we had cultivated 

together. Totini’s version of the story would, among all the books and narratives, become the 

formative Durga text for me and the one upon which I would base my own interpretations. In 

short, she conveyed to me that Durga, in spite of being a female deity, had been armed with 

weapons and a lion, and called to battle a particularly threatening being, Mahishasura. Against 

all odds, she defeated this fierce asura. The Pujo celebrates Durga’s annual visit to her home. She 

comes to Kolkata with her four famous children, Lakshmi, Saraswati, Ganesha and Kartikeya. 



   
 
134 
 

After her “arrival,” she -- in the form of her idol -- is worshipped for ten days, and then 

immersed into the river, through which she departs for the year. 

The Foreign Woman Stumbles Through the Festival 

The city of Kolkata celebrates Durga’s homecoming by recreating an image of Durga and 

her children and lion. Artists and idol makers all over the city render the same image in different 

ways. These displays of the image of Durga and her children are called pandals. It is customary 

for families to travel through the city visiting the many pandals. My friends called this “pandal 

Hopping.” They dressed up for the occasion and set out as a group. Avirupa, Gorki, Totini and 

her brother Ra all dressed in festive attire — a stunningly beautiful family clad in traditional 

garments they wore with such grace.  

I looked around and all my friends seemed cool and comfortable, even in the heat. I 

noticed that, first of all, much to my own dismay and disappointment, my body did not wish to 

acclimate to the heat and thick air. Somehow the sun seemed unusually blinding and 

disorienting. I realized that, until now, all my trips to India had occurred during winter time. My 

jet-lag also seemed to linger for longer than it ever had before. I felt a strong sense of physical 

disorientation and a feeling that my body simply didn’t belong in the landscape. I scolded my 

body, reprimanding it for being weak and Western, I struggled to keep up with my friends as we 

“pandal-hopped.”  

At the same time, in each location at each pandal, I received the usual looks from crowds. 

Even when we joined some of the communities for food — elaborate meals of ritual foods — I 

noticed that people tended to stop what they were doing and openly stare at me. Sometimes 

pointing and talking about me. I stood out as a white woman. I stood out and remained always on 
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the outskirts, never “belonging.” My “otherness” was heightened by being in this communal 

space, surrounded by families. A kind of loneliness set in.  

At the same time, I realized that here in Kolkata, I had inadvertently landed, in this 

inadvertent position of privilege and/or power as a white Westerner, but I had no idea how and if 

I was expected to wield or surrender it. My weakness in the face of the climate heightened this 

reverence. I felt, at times, that I was dreaming, walking through the glinting sun and dazzling 

colors.  

 
64. Illustration: Pandal, Kolkata, 2018 

 
At one point, during the pandal hopping, I began to observe the public as they gazed at 

and took in the various renderings of Durga. In contrast with the sacredness of the imagery, the 

crowds tended to meander from pandal to pandal in a jolly, yet rather pedestrian manner. At each 

pandal, people strolled back and forth, casually, surveying the goddess, snapping photos on 

smartphones and maybe stopping to send a text message. At one point, Totini and her brother Ra 
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chased one another around a pandal, mildly arguing over a bag of potato chips. Another bag was 

procured from one of the adults. The argument was resolved and the children stood by the 

pandal, eating the chips, casting occasional glances at the pandal.  

I realized that, while I couldn’t help but approach each pandal with a self-conscious 

reverence, the members of the public assessed each sacred image the way one might flip through 

channels on their flat-screen TV, as they snacked or reclined. The ease with which people 

ambled through the pandals amused, even delighted me. And seeing as I couldn’t achieve that 

enviable ease, I stayed close to Durga, in each pandal, taking her in.  

 
65. Illustration: Pandal, Kolkata, 2018 

 
The days and nights of the Puja blended together.  

On the final night before the immersion, I think it was, we attended a celebration of the 

goddess where ritual drummers played. This was at Indrani’s home. Everyone danced and 

danced. I joined in. 

  When I looked around I noticed one other white woman, one of the first I had seen in 

Kolkata. I think I heard her speaking German or maybe just recognized her accent. She seemed 

eager to join in the dance and asked if she could. I suddenly felt so uncomfortable with the 

presence of the German woman. Though we were nothing alike, I couldn’t help but identify 
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myself with her and gaze at her movements and expressions self-consciously, as if watching 

myself from above. I turned my attention inside to a small pandal and noticed that, as musicians 

played, women were stepping up to the Durga idol and speaking to her, leaning in close, crying 

or on the verge of tears and I thought about how many secrets Durga must hear during these 

days.  

On the last day of the festival, the idols of Durga are immersed into the Ganges water. 

Though I knew that this immersion occurred, I had no idea what it would look like. We met with 

some of our Chaepani friends to take one of the idols to the river. On the way there, I saw idols 

being lifted onto trucks.  

 
66. Illustration: Pandal as it is transported to the river for immersion, Kolkata, 2018 

 

Most of the idols are big and quite heavy, made out of mud. Even the smaller ones required at 

least two people to lift her on board. One by one, we ourselves climbed into the truck. We held 
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onto the makeshift wooden walls of the truck and as the vehicle started, we lurched and gripped 

tighter.  

  It was hot, and the sun was incredibly bright and seemed to ricochet off the truck’s floor. 

I must have looked as dizzy and overheated as I felt, because some of the women encouraged me 

to sit on the floor. The truck ride was bumpy, and I sat in what little shadow was cast by the idol 

and the walls of the truck. Indrani took her dupatta and shared it with me, covering both my head 

and her own. I grew thirsty and this made me immediately anxious as I had been warned, since 

before my first trip to India about the dangers of ingesting the municipal water there, and I was 

forever afraid to misplace the bottled water I always toted around. In the heat of the truck, I 

looked up at Durga, knowing I would soon be forced to part with her. I knew we would soon 

reach the banks of the river of which I had heard so many stories, stories of both sacredness and 

death. I felt a compulsion to strip off my own garments and immerse myself into the Ganges, 

perhaps even drink the water.  

I would not, of course. However, in this moment, my mild case of chronic West-to-East 

culture shock seemed to flare up, challenging me to face my fears head on. To immerse myself in 

the water and thus also perhaps in the culture. If only the boundary of the foreign water, the 

boundary of fear, the boundary of the maddening fragility and otherness of my Western body -- 

if only, my fatigue and heat addled brain lamented, if only these boundaries could somehow be 

dissolved. 
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67. Illustration: A group of men housing a Durga idol off a truck and to the Ganges River, 

Kolkata, 2018 
 
 

As these thoughts swarmed, the truck stopped. Along with the others, I stepped off the 

truck and onto the riverbank. So many people milled about with speed and urgency, their voices 

loud and merging. Big groups of strong, wiry men, clad only in gamchas, used elaborate rope 

systems and choreographed synchronicity to hoist the goddesses off the flatbeds of the trucks. 

They worked in unison, chanting in call and response like a rowing team.  

Once the goddesses were off the truck, the men would carry them to the water, quickly, 

often running right in, as if pausing would make it too difficult. I watched the goddesses as they 

were carried into the water and then, gently released, sinking until they faded from view. I began 

to sob, quietly. I tried to hide it behind my sunglasses, behind my camera. I thought to myself: 

nobody needs to see a white woman’s tears. 
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68, 69. Illustrations: Durga immersion into the Ganges River, Kolkata, 2018 

 
 

One by one, I watched the goddesses sink into the water.  

I continued to weep in secret behind my sunglasses.  

That night, we met with the Chaepani community again. We reclined on floor pillows and 

ate. Outside, the ritual drums and chanting never seemed to end. Trucks with goddesses 

continued to rumble down the streets, crescendoing as they passed beneath our window and then 

fading to echoes as more trucks passed. Thousands of goddesses barrelling towards the river, 

floating on the overlapping rise and fall of each wave of traffic. Inside, as we ate, the community 

sang quiet, plaintive songs. The ongoing commotion outside reminded me of the street sounds 

that lulled me to sleep in the summer nights of my childhood in upper Manhattan and formed an 
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unexpectedly familiar music of its own, weaving itself through the songs of my beloved friends. 

I lay down on floor pillows among them, and cradled by the noise and the music, I fell asleep. 

Durga Meets Barbie 
During the festival, I saw Durga’s image so many times, and rendered so many different 

ways, that I felt I was getting to know her very well in all her moods and renditions. Durga’s 

sacred complexity inspired reverence in me.  

“Doesn’t she seem so burdened?” Debaroti asked me. “All her arms -- each one carrying 

something…”  

As soon as she pointed it out I realized that indeed her many belongings seemed to weigh 

her down. Not to mention her many grown children gathered around her. “She is a reluctant 

heroine,” Debaroti said, “Like most women…” 

As we passed by the pandal, it was Durga’s burdens that began to stand out for me. 

Indeed she did seem quite weighed down with the responsibilities of her children and her role of 

heroism and the weapons she held in each of her many hands. No matter how many ways she 

was depicted, sculpted, drawn and described, in each, I began to identify both with the 

multiplicity of tasks represented by what she held in each hand and with the pressure to serve.  

I thought back to Totini’s telling of the Durga story. The pressure of being a woman 

forced to beat a man at his own game and with four children in tow. And to look beautiful, calm 

and chaste doing so. How relatable this narrative is to the “modern woman,” Debaroti observed. 

Durga’s sacred legacy is inspirational, but also, at times oppressive. While I would not have seen 

a connection between this dehumanizing reverence of a female archetype and anything from my 

own direct experience, Debaroti did. She noted how people all over Kolkata -- even strangers -- 

would approach me and tell me I resembled a Barbie doll and ask if they could photograph me. 
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These requests always prompted a protective response from Debaroti, who, like me, found the 

Barbie comments disturbing, though perhaps for slightly different reasons. Each time this Barbie 

comparison was made, it surprised me. Barbie holds a particular, iconic place in Western culture, 

particularly American culture. We know Barbie to signify the notoriously rigid and unattainable 

body image and beauty ideals. Western media has so egregiously marketed these beauty ideals to 

women via advertising, but also to young children via, among other things, the Barbie doll. 

Needless to say, these Barbie comments triggered a deeply rooted set of responses. At first, a 

flash of cis-feminine pride at being equated with this icon. Immediately thereafter followed 

multiple strands of shame. Feminist shame that I would be at all flatttered by this comparison. 

Then, conventional Western body political shame that surely, as a petite, forty-year old woman 

with realistic adult human proportions, I did not actually resemble Barbie at all. Another wave of 

shame because the only reason for the comparison was my whiteness, and the fact that this 

whiteness would evoke unbridled admiration pained me. More shame because I also recalled 

“Barbie” being leveled as an insult, not at me, but at my blonder, taller friends who would be 

aggressively chastised when they rejected unsolicited advances of men. “Bitch! Stuck up!” these 

men would call out and then, twisting the knife towards dehumanization: “BARBIE!” 

Finally, I felt the shame of receiving the Barbie comments as other than they were 

intended here in Kolkata, as well as the shame of not knowing precisely how the comments had 

been intended. I admit, not only could I not seem to pull the Barbie comments apart from my 

Western associations, but I had never even deeply considered a non-Western perspective on 

Barbie. What did these comments mean? 

“You are compared to a doll,” Debaroti said “and the Durga idols are, in a sense, also 

dolls.” 
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70. Illustration:  Image of Durga idols in process at the idol shop  

 

This is a comparison I would have never thought to make, but if Durga represented an idealized 

version of womanhood, did she and Barbie have more in common than I might have imagined? 

Durga hails from ancient spiritual legacies and Barbie emerged less than a century ago from the 

image of a pin-up girl. Nonetheless, in both cases, the ideal womanhood metaphorically 

dehumanizes women. Debaroti and I pondered together, and yet the questions lingered 

uncomfortably, unanswered. We never mention Barbie in Late for Durga, yet somehow, Barbie 

remained in the back of our mind, throughout, further straining the relationship between the 

Foreign Woman and Durga idol. I wish I could have excised Barbie from the play somehow. But 

since I could not, retrospectively I wish I had invited her into the play to speak for herself and 

face the consequences head on. The tensions and commonalities between these different 
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perspectives of womanhood prompted me and Debaroti to script this semi-unison monologue 

spoken by Durga and the Foreign Woman once they meet: 

Monologue Foreign Woman and Durga: 
 

The voice of Durga: 
 I had been here so many times. 
 
 The voice of the Foreign woman: 
 I had never been here. 

But I felt as if I had been here many times 
 
 The voice of Durga 

I felt as if I had never been here. 
 You appeared to me through a window 
 

The voice of  the Foreign woman: 
 You appeared to me through a window 
 
 BOTH: 

Sad. Majestic. Exotic. You lack the powers I have been given by others, by chance, 
by birth, by birthright 
I coveted your freedom 
I admit, I feared your power 
Even as I knew mine could surpass it 
Or at least equal it 
And here this woman through this window: 
I loved you somehow 
I imagined the feeling of your arms 
How they moved 
How burdened 
I imagined the hot sun and the water on your face and body 
And then, lacking even the thought to be careful what I wished for 

 
Foreign Woman: 

 I reached for you 
 

Durga: 
 I reached for your life 
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Both: 
And I stepped inside 

Discovering the Story of Late for Durga 

On the last day of the festival, the story of Late for Durga came to me. A foreign woman 

goes to Kolkata to photograph Durga Pujo. As she strolls through the streets on her first night, 

suitcase in tow, jetlagged but filled with the adrenaline of the earliest stages of culture shock, she 

sees an idol maker’s studio. When she peers through the window, she sees the idol maker 

painting the face on one of his Durga idols. The foreign woman is riveted. Once the man paints 

the third eye onto her forehead, she sneaks into the shop. She is so in awe of the goddess that she 

kneels before her and then feels somehow compelled to touch her third eye. Once she does that, 

the goddess opens her eyes. We see that what we took to be her eyes were painted on, and now 

real, human eyes are revealed beneath her painted lids.  

 
71, 72, 73. Illustrations: Images of Debaroti dressing as the Durga idol with eyes painted on by 
Artist and Chaepani set designer Kaustabh Chakraborty, Preparing for Late for Durga, Kolkata, 

2019 
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Durga reaches out for the Foreign Woman as well. In their odd embrace, by some 

unknown magic, their souls swap. They spend the next days trapped in the wrong body, both 

equally uncomfortable, afraid and baffled by their new roles. Finally, the Foreign Woman, 

trapped in the body of the idol, is immersed in the Ganges while Durga, trapped in the body of 

the Foreign Woman, tries to follow her there, but finds herself tripping in the mud. Some men 

come to help her and rinse her muddy feet with water singing “You are a goddess...I will wash 

your feet…”. At first, she is hopeful, thinking they have recognized that she is a trapped goddess 

within the incorrect body. But alas, the men are only joking. In the distance, she sees what 

should have been her own body sinking into the Ganges. She weeps.  

Within a few days, and a few conversations with Debaroti, the play was drafted. An odd, 

nearly dialogue-less script emerged. I found the document cumbersome; in multilingual 

rehearsals, the last thing we needed was a barrage of monolingual words. Pieces of the spoken 

texts were to be translated into Bangla by Debaroti, which reassured me to some extent. Debaroti 

resolved to consider how she might approach the translation aspect of the piece. Meanwhile, we 

decided to share the script with company members and allow their responses to evolve the script.  

Initially, we read the script out loud to friends. Danny was the first person to hear it. He 

repeated back what he had heard, which shed new light on what I had actually written. He 

understood the dichotomy between the burdens, as well as stilted power the women experienced. 

I honed, particularly the spoken text, to more deeply and directly speak to this contradictory 

push-pull between power and burden.  

We held multiple readings of Late for Durga for individual company members and we 

absorbed their questions, thoughts and associations into the text. Finally, we held a reading of a 

more complete version in Sayantani’s house, in some superstitious attempt to link it to our first 
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reading of The Winged Man. Debaroti and I dressed carefully in swapped cultural styles to 

foreshadow our “soul switch” in the play.  

The company poured over the document with us. To my surprise, they noted their 

fascination with my perspective on the rituals of the festival, which to me seemed so perfunctory. 

In my mind, I had simply described what I had seen and heard. When I asked them to explain 

what aspects of my perspective revealed my foreignness, the distinctions they attempted to 

describe eluded me, in the same way that, to a person new to the English language, “lane/rain,” 

“each/itch,” “bye/vie” might seem to be homonyms. As my friends tried to explain to me the 

distinctions between my description and their experiences, I felt I faced a similar subtlety as 

when we, as language learners, stand at the precipice of a new world of sound and articulation: 

the distinctions fade unpredictably in and out of view in a maddeningly spectral manner, and, 

ultimately, elude us.  

With or without the elusive “deeper understanding” I wish I could offer in return for their 

teachings, the members of Chaepani continued to support the script and we began to make plans 

for production.  

Rehearsals Illuminate Malleable Borders 

We asked Amlan Chaudhurri to serve as director of Late for Durga. Amlan had played 

the title character in The Winged Man and I had been inspired by his nuanced acting and sharp 

sense of staging. Furthermore, by shifting the roles between Debaroti’s scripting of The Winged 

Man and now the response, Late For Durga, we hoped to honor the connection between the two. 

For further continuity, we agreed that Debashish would co-direct with him as he had on The 

Winged Man. 
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74. Illustration: The co-directors pose  

 
In our first rehearsal, I read the script out loud to Amlan and Debashish. Once my reading was 

complete, Amlan asked me to lay the script aside and narrate to him the events in my own, 

improvised words. “This is your baby,” I believe were his words, which amused me, as The 

Winged Man had ended with my release of my winged baby into unknown heights.  

I began to narrate the text and it unfolded like a series of nearly nonverbal scenes and encounters 

that, ordinarily, I might not script at all, but rather devise. Expressing the story in my 

spontaneous words created a new translation for Amlan. This particular translation was tailored 

to him, and to the linguistic, artistic, and cultural space he and I had created in collaboration thus 

far. The script, in its re-narrated form, poured itself into that specific space and set about 

exploring the unique corners within. In this moment, I realized that the script retained a 

malleability that stemmed precisely from the myriad borders I feared crossing or feared would 
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prove truly uncrossable. Up until now, I had berated myself for the fluidity of the text I had 

created in response to the festival. I had attributed the fluidity to the timid nature of my 

observations, but now I recognized that the tentative nature of my impressions bore its own 

rhythm of traversing a border terrain filled with complex obstacles. For better and for worse, the 

truth of this particular border space manifested as precisely this fluid script. In general, one 

might argue that scripts serve as a guide on how to build a bridge between writer’s creative 

impulse and the stage. The scripted form of Late for Durga, at this early stage of inception, 

served as guide of the bridge itself.  

Amlan, as I had predicted and hoped, interpreted portions of the story in ways I’d never 

envisioned. As I shifted from writer to performer, I fought with myself to relinquish the script to 

Amlan and the company, which proved difficult, as I was there in nearly each rehearsal as the 

Foreign Woman and felt a sense of responsibility to clarify my text, to make it easier for the 

company to interpret it. Ultimately, for me to keep explaining the work proved 

counterproductive, as the entire purpose of the project was to engage in exchange. How could I 

facilitate exchange if, even with the best of intentions, I dominated the process? 

I willed myself to sink into the role of performer, to loosen my grip on the play and hang 

back from control of what I had written, but I frequently caught my grip tightening. The truth 

was, in fact, I didn’t trust the foreign playwright: me. In particular, I found myself frustrated with 

the passivity of the two main characters, two women. Finally, one night, Debaroti and Avirupa 

and I discussed this issue. I explained my concern about the lack of plot/action within the 

experiences of the two women. “Maybe it is not really a play. Maybe it’s not even a story!” I 

confessed. Avirupa asked me why I didn’t consider what I had written to be a story and 

wondered out loud whether my judgments and rigid defining of “story” stemmed from my 
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unconscious bias towards Western conceptions of plot, arc and rising action. I laughed and told 

them how playwright Ana Dolan, my playwriting professor in college, had begun her first class 

with a lecture on plot structure.  In a rather tongue-in-cheek manner, she declared the “rising 

action, climax and quick resolution” to be modeled after “male orgasmic sex.” I recalled now 

how, as a young feminist student of writing, this comparison had bothered me. 

 “You see?” Avirupa said: “Perhaps that plot structure was created by and based on men 

— Western men. This is a story about two women. One is not even a woman but a goddess. And 

a non-Western one at that. Why would you expect this Indian story of these women to follow a 

structure determined by Western men?” And from that day, I found my surrender to the play in 

whatever liminal form it had come to me and to Amlan who could take it as far across the bridge 

as it meant to go.  

 
75. Illustration: The Late for Durga company sets up the stage  
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As we rehearsed, the entire community became involved, including family members of 

all ages and friends of friends. So many people entered and exited the stage throughout the play. 

The sheer numbers of people filling the space gave the feeling of Pujo and contributed to my 

sense of “otherness” when they all looked at me at the same time during a scene where the 

Foreign Woman receives stares. Initially, I had tried to establish Durga in the audience to give 

the feeling of what it feels like to be watched so intently. This identification with the perspective 

of the idol felt “new;” however, otherwise, I noticed how second-nature the rituals were to the 

company. The re-enactment of the Pujo bore its own inertia and took on a life of its own. In fact, 

at times I wondered whether I had done more than facilitate a re-enactment. However, the 

company told me how unusual the perspective seemed to them and said that they enjoyed 

merging their known cultural elements with my unfamiliar response. Gorki created a stunning 

soundscape, with the merging of music, sound effects, and audio. Initially, he had been striving 

to combine Indian and European music, but, in the end, the European music didn’t make its way 

into this production. In general, while the discussions of merging the Western esthetic elements 

into the design did not make its way overtly onto the stage, it absorbed itself into the experience 

of the company.  

In the End: “There Is No Good Way to Be the Foreign Woman” 

For, as we know every day, even by supposedly not deciding, one of those two right or 
wrong decisions gets taken, and the aporia or double bind remains. Again, it must be 
insisted that this is the condition of possibility of deciding. In the aporia or the double 
bind, to decide is the burden of responsibility. The typecase of the ethical sentiment is 
regret, not self-congratulation. (Spivak, 2012, 104-105) 
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76. Illustration: Poster for Late for Durga with Debaroti and Rosalie’s faces combined, designed 

by Ritam Nandy, Kolkata, 2019 
 

In rehearsals, as we approached the day we would stage the immersion scene at the end 

of the play, some differences in interpretation emerged. First, when we came to the section of the 

script that covered the truck ride, company members initially overlooked it and nearly skipped 

the scene entirely. I suppose they interpreted it as insignificant. For me, the truck ride, both in 

reality and in the script, felt like a climactic moment. I could see, however, that for them this part 

of the Pujo was as forgotten as, in my own cultural context, might be the drive to a Thanksgiving 

dinner. Yet, again, I doubted my own motivations. In On the Process of Writing Borderlands/La 

Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa writes: 

A lot of times I don’t even know my motivations until after the fact. Maybe you’re the 
same way, or you may have overt motivations and then covert, hidden ones. So you try 
and figure out why you’re doing this writing and reading. Are you appropriating or 
appreciating? (193) 

 
Anzaldúa’s line of questioning had resonated with me all along, but now came to a head in this 

particular moment. To me, the idol sharing my ride, the ceremonial sounds around me, the 
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scorching sun and punishing heat, the bumpiness, the camaraderie and innate understanding of 

people all sharing this journey — even the truck itself — overwhelmed my senses as new, 

significant, and symbolic. Furthermore, within the context of Late for Durga as a border-oriented 

text, the moment or transit seemed aptly defining. Once the company glossed over this section, I 

balked at what I wondered was my own “foreign” glorification of this moment. Nonetheless, I 

conveyed my feelings on the truck ride to the company, adding that, if even after my explanation 

the scene still seemed insignificant, it could be cut. The company members seemed to understand 

my perspective well and, in the end, we enacted the truck ride fully. Each moment I described in 

the script was established on stage and yet these moments seemed more ephemeral than the rest 

of the play and seemed to evaporate as they occurred. To me, as the Foreign Woman on stage, 

the truck ride, however fleeting, felt as intensely resonant as it had in real life. For the company 

and perhaps for the audience, it seemed to represent a somewhat frustratingly drawn out moment 

that did not merit the time we spent. Regardless of the contradictory reception between us, and 

for better and for worse, our differences in perspective on the truck ride spoke to the truth of the 

actual event; my fixation on a ritual that was not an official part of the ritual.  

While the truck scene seemed wrought, it was the moment after this, then, that threw us 

into the greatest sense of the double bind and the more deeply we explored it, the tighter and less 

forgiving the bind seemed to be and become. Originally, I had written the last scene in 

collaboration with Danny and Debaroti. We wanted to absorb my Ganges mud incident into the 

play. I wanted Durga — now trapped in the body of the Foreign Woman — to try her best to 

keep up with her idol-self and fail. To this end, the fallible body of the Foreign Woman would 

slip and fall and get stuck in the mud, as I had. Then, some men would help the Foreign Woman 

to stand up and eventually, seeing her distress, try to help her clean up by pouring water onto her 
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feet. Then they would sing the same song Danny and the film crew had sung to me. For a 

moment, Durga’s soul would wonder whether she had finally been recognized as herself, even 

here trapped in the wrong body. But then, when the men would begin to laugh, she would 

conclude that they, too, could only detect her “incorrect” foreign-woman body form. And then 

she would slowly give up hope, as her true body descended into the Ganges, and her foreign self 

sat here, fatigued, sick, weak and clumsy and covered with mud. 

Somehow, while on paper and in readings with the company, this ending had seemed to 

land well. However,in practice, once we found ourselves in rehearsal ready to stage it, Amlan 

and Debashish both felt quite uncomfortable with the ending. Debaroti explained to me what 

they had conveyed: they felt, and she felt, the scene could read as Durga’s soul landing in a white 

body, one worthier of worship than her original one. Processing this interpretation, I cringed. 

Why had I not considered this possible reading before? Considering this, I instantly wished to 

change the ending. I asked what the directors and Debaroti had in mind. They gave it some 

thought and by our next rehearsal they had crafted a new possible final scene. 

How they proposed to end the play was as follows: the Foreign Woman’s body/Durga’s 

soul would watch in sadness as the idol/body of Durga was prepared for submersion into the 

Ganges River. Her ornaments would be removed. The foreigner would take them and clutch 

them to her and mourn the loss of the Goddess. It would be ambiguous whether the Foreign 

Woman had now reconnected with her own soul, or whether she was still embodied by the soul 

of Durga. 

I expressed my immediate worry that this ending would suggest the Foreign Woman is 

pillaging the idol and stealing her jewels from the community. Debashish, and Amlan understood 

my concern and suggested that I then leave the jewels behind at the end. While this seemed like a 
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somewhat organically justifiable act/decision on the part of the foregin woman, the play felt 

incomplete. We could not definitively discern either what happened next or what this moment 

implied about the relationship between Durga and the Foreign Woman. I had written the play 

from the perspective of the Foreign Woman’s fallibility and I had imagined the Foreign Woman 

ceased to exist in the immersion — that the idol has taken the Foreign Woman’s soul with her 

into the Ganges. If anything, I envisioned that the Foreign Woman’s body would return to her 

life in the West possessed with the soul of Durga, who would look on in dismay at the vapid 

nature of life in the West. But I didn’t try to explain this. I was determined to surrender to the 

perspective of my directors. This was the script I had written. As we tell new playwrights, “if it 

ain’t on the page it ain’t on the stage.” Apparently, I had so taken this aspect of my perspective 

for granted I had not made it explicit. Later I could address this, perhaps in a new draft. But now 

I wanted to follow the instincts of Amlan and Debashish.  

The next day, Amlan proposed a new ending. After she mourned the loss of Durga, the 

Foreign Woman would leave the jewels behind and proceed to depart, with her back to the 

audience, heading upstage, presumably planning to leave the scene and return to her country. 

Since the Foreign Woman -- played by me -- is coming directly from the airplane in the play, for 

the role, as a costume, I was wearing some semblance of very “Western” athleisure wear much 

as I might, in fact, wear on the twenty-five-hour journey between New York City and Kolkata.  
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77. Illustration: The Foreign Woman arrives on the streets of Kolkata, Late for Durga, Kolkata, 

2019 
 

Amlan and I had selected that I wear a purple mesh sports top that opens in the back to reveal a 

decorative sports bra-top.  
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78. Illustration: The Foreign Woman in her open back “yoga top” 

 
As I describe this costume here, I am, again, aware of the momentary nature trend it represents. 

This particular back revealing top happened to be on trend or perhaps even post-trend at the time 

of our production and I am expecting this outfit to appear laughably dated in just a few years 

from the writing of these words, which speaks to further to the problematic, capitalist 

disposability model of Western fashions. 

Nonetheless, the yoga gear outfit is what we selected, primarily because it had been 

similar to my actual travel outfit and, in part, because Amlan and Debashish found the opening in 

the back of the shirt reminiscent of a third eye -- the same third eye that fascinates the Foreign 

Woman in the first place. In the newly conceived ending, Amlan suggested that as the Foreign 

Woman walks away and reveals her back, the audience will see that a third eye has in fact 

“appeared” in the vertical almond shaped opening of the synthetic top.  



   
 
158 
 

As soon as this new ending was described to me, I cringed again. My first association 

was of a typical “Eat Pray Love-ish” woman who appears in India, seeking a “spiritual 

awakening.” She views “India” as her own playground of cultural and spiritual “experience.” 

She explores accordingly and inevitably in a manner that is both superficial and entirely self-

serving. At the end, to show off the capital of her newly acquired cultural clout, she commissions 

a tattoo of a symbol of “enlightenment.” She chooses to request this tattoo on her back or some 

other equally strategically seductive location designed to peek out in a combination of sexy and 

semi-mystical cut “yoga gear.”    

These yoga gear garments are problematic on numerous structural levels. First of all, 

their materials tend to be highly synthetic and non-biodegradable. Furthermore, these garments 

further commercialize the Westernized version of yoga, marking one of the largest-scale, 

somehow forgiven examples of Indian cultural appropriation in the West today. In fact, I admit 

that I, myself, am guilty of this “yogappropriation.” My own movement training is partially 

based on Westernized “Vinyasa flow” practices. My wardrobe contains a shameful number of 

synthetic “yoga pants” and “sports bralettes” that could easily be deemed “yoga tops.”  

I tried to explain this to Amlan but the language barrier seemed like the River Styx 

washing the original thoughts clean of tainted memory. He listened deeply and sympathetically 

but at no point did he appear disturbed, except by my distress. I finally exclaimed with 

frustration at my own lack of ability to communicate: “There is no good way to be the Foreign 

Woman!” 

He paused and reasoned with me, arguing this foreign woman in this play is respectfully 

joining into the culture. He explained that other foreigners might not, for example, eat the food 

they were offered at a Pujo. He seemed genuinely moved that the Foreign Woman — and I 
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suppose by extension — I, myself, had eaten the food at the Pujo. With despair, considering the 

depths of toxic colonialist legacies I described above, I remarked what a low bar this was to set 

for a well-off Western, white person. Amlan did not seem to agree, and I didn’t want to argue his 

point by, as one might refer to today “whitesplaining” to him the results of colonialism in order 

to appease my shameful white “first world” guilt. At the same time, a part of me felt a need to 

somehow warn him somehow. After all, Amlan had never been to a Western country and 

perhaps underestimated the evils of my culture(s) of origin. I tried but then realized, then, that 

there was no warning I could aptly give in this moment. Instead I thanked him deeply for helping 

me sort through these conflicts. I realized that, at this moment, we had only one pathway to 

navigating these conflicts: the ending of this bizarre and to me wholly incomplete play. Debaroti 

saw my frustration and while she seemed far more forgiving of the Foreign Woman than I could 

be, she reminded me of the significance of process and how much material this exchange would 

give me for the chapter I intended to write on the play. The promise I’d write about this later 

seemed a scant consolation to the largesse of the problems I perceived, yet I clung to it as a way 

to forge on through the morass.  

The Double Bind as Shaping Method 

Throughout the process of creating Late for Durga, I struggled with the double bind of 

cultural inequity, shaping, merging. I struggled with the double bind of traversing the 

untraversable and translating the untranslatable. I struggled with the double bind of national and 

ethnic/racial privilege and the alienating effects of that same privilege. Ultimately, I struggled 

with the double bind of being the Foreign Woman and there being no good way to be the Foreign 

Woman.  
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One could determine that exploring these binds can only lead to trouble and thus avoid 

delving into topics that might draw attention to them without the ability to offer (re)solution. 

Censoring the topics would be the answer. However, I would argue that avoiding the topics 

neither facilitates intercultural practice more (re)solves the discomforting and painful 

consequences of these topics for they are always present, whether we recognize and 

acknowledge them or not. In order to even begin the process of intercultural collaboration, we 

must relinquish our comforts as the price for connection and healing through what Anzaldúa 

famously calls the “wound” of the border.  Even if we cannot “heal” the wound, we must 

acknowledge and honor it. In simple terms, to begin an intercultural journey, we must “go there” 

-- for, while addressing these topics across cultures can lead to moments of betrayal, avoiding 

these topics would be a far greater betrayal.  

While their perceptions of the exchange seemed less angst-ridden than my own, members 

of the company engaged with me in this struggle by forging forward into the highly imperfect 

process of creation of Late for Durga. The members of Chaepani held space for these struggles 

of mine so that I could take steps to deepen into their culture and offer them whatever humble 

homage I could. The complexity was not lost on me — the fact that, in my eyes, the company 

performed emotional labor to lead me through my own struggles. Avirupa and Debaroti did not 

share my perspective. To them, I had deepened into their cultural experience and made a 

vulnerable creative offering in response — one that had brought the entire community together to 

engage in an investigative engagement with some of their own beloved rituals. The night after 

the performance, as we set off to celebrate with the company in a late-night Biryani restaurant, I 

walked with Avirupa and we reflected on the show. I was carrying a shockingly large bag of 

costumes and props slung over my shoulder that night. My friends kept offering to help, but I 
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kept insisting on carrying the back myself. Finally, Avirupa grabbed the bag from me and said in 

her usual blithely witty way: “Come let me relieve you of your white woman’s burden for some 

time.”   

We both laughed. And I also acknowledged it as her way of distancing us from legacy 

and momentarily reclaiming it in and with a jest. In this moment, our paths of understanding as 

two women -- two loving friends -- converged. In the realm of friendship, so often I felt an ease 

of cultural crossing. Yet Delving into the content of Durga’s world, the path to comprehension 

had so often felt wrought with obstacles.   

In Task of the Translator, Walter Benjamin writes: 

This, to be sure, is to admit that all translation is only a somewhat provisional way of 
coming to terms with the foreignness of languages. An instant and final rather than a 
temporary and provisional solution to this foreignness remains out of the reach of 
mankind; at any rate, it eludes any direct attempt. (257-258) 
 

In this work, Benjamin speaks to translating texts linguistically. In the works I have made with 

Chaepani, we have already relinquished the notion of translating language, preferring to reside 

within the multi-lingual stage. We continuously familiarize ourselves and our audiences with the 

multilingual space and thus often leads to a level of discomfort of residing in the space of 

unknown intent and an unreliable or malleable reception of acts of transfer. The making of Late 

for Durga began as my homage to the Durga festival and then, following Anzaldúa’s instruction 

to name “where I stand,” proceeded to reveal my own uncomfortable positioning therein. A 

portion of my homage to Durga and the Pujo, as well as producing the text into a performance, 

relies on translating in the sense of culture. In Late for Durga the same multiplicity applies to the 

most sacred and complex aspects of culture, and the border space within the knowing and 

unknowing, translating and transferring, understanding and misunderstanding proves even more 

uncomfortable than the multilingual space alone. As Benjamin speaks to in the above portion of  
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Task of the Translator with regard to language, in our processes with Chaepani, we continuously 

“come to terms with the foreignness.', In our work, the foreginess exists not only in language, but 

in culture, and even in deeply-rooted relics, customs, rituals, and beliefs so fundamental we don’t 

recognize them as beliefs but as irrevocable truths. Indeed, as Benjamin states: “An instant and 

final rather than a temporary and provisional solution to this foreignness remains out of the reach 

of mankind.” Yet we continue to forge ahead into this quest for solution. We go through any 

means we can conjure in order to pursue the “solutions'' including both what Benjamin might call 

“direct attempt” but also what we in Chaepani might call “indirect attempts”of surrender to the 

“temporary” and “provisional” aspect of pathways we traverse in our creation process. Our 

footsteps on these pathways may remain or they may be blown away in the wind. In the 

ephemeral nature of the “provisional” and surrender to foreignness, the latter portion of 

Benjamin’s statement remains aspirational: 

Indirectly, however, the growth of religions ripens the hidden seed into a higher 
development of language. Although translation, unlike art, cannot claim permanence for 
its products, its goal is undeniably a final, conclusive, decisive stage of all linguistic 
creation. In translation the original rises into a higher and purer linguistic air, as it were. 
It cannot live there permanently, to be sure; neither can it reach that level in every aspect 
of the work. Yet in a singularly impressive manner, it at least points the way to this 
region: the predestined, hitherto inaccessible realm of reconciliation and fulfillment of 
languages. The original cannot enter there in its entirety, but what does appear in this 
region is that element in a translation which goes beyond transmittal of subject matter. 
(Benjamin, 258) 

 
In our process of creating Late for Durga, our struggle reveals the invariable duplicities that 

binds us. In this regard, Late for Durga does indeed go “beyond transmittal of subject matter” for 

better and for worse, at times cathartically and at times uncomfortably — even painfully. What 

we are left with is not a clean (re)solution to the double bind(s) that define our devotion to 

interculturalism, but rather, more questions. We can only hope that these new questions will 

guide us into the next steps of the journey.  
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79. Illustration the Foreign Woman Meets the idol of the Goddess Durga and reaches for her 

third eye, Late for Durga, Kolkata, 2019 
 

The double binds root more deeply into history than we ourselves ever could dig in a 

single lifetime. The double binds wrap themselves around our very passageways of breath and 

blood. We cannot simply sever these binds, or we will sever the passageways to our very 

existence. Therefore, we must learn, over and over again, to survive and reside within them.  
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Chapter 4  
Adapting The Winged Man 

Prologue 

Some Intimate Acts of Translation 
 

 
80. Illustration, Amlan Chaudhuri and Rosalie Purvis dance in the shadows in The Winged Man, 

Kolkata, 2018 
 
 

  One day, jetlagged still, I lay on a small carpet trying to apply a brief, energizing 

warm up to myself before rehearsal. In the background, I heard Debashish and Amlan speaking 

in Bengali. By now, a few words had become familiar. I was able to discern that they were 
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making some sort of plan. I did not try to understand what sort of plan. Rather, I allowed their 

decisive tones to wash over me, comfortingly. I enjoy these moments of being a foreigner, as my 

persistent lack of orientation within the city of Kolkata renders me poorly equipped to plan or 

host or organize in most instances. In my usual life back in New York, so much of my day 

revolves around precisely this sort of organization. Sometimes, on my Kolkata trips, I indulge the 

break from it. 

 Suddenly Debashish interrupted my warm up.  

 “Rosalie, do you want shingara?” he asked. 

 “What is that?” 

Debashish looked at me surprised. 

 “You do not know shingara?” 

 “No… I do not think I have ever heard of it.” 

 “Ok. Ok. You will like shingara. I will go and get them. Amlan, please explain to her 

what is shingara.” 

 Amlan and I did not speak often. Everyone said this was due to the language barrier. 

According to the others, Amlan did not speak English regularly. Though when he did speak 

English, I always felt that I could understand what he was saying.. Perhaps my years of teaching 

English to international students rendered me somewhat immune to these differences. 

Now Amlan sat down across from me on the carpet. I ceased my warm-up and sat up. 

“You do not know shingara.” He said quietly.  

Amlan is one of those rare individuals, who, even in a noisy space, channels a type of 

quietude that inspires those around him to grow quiet with him.   
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“No,” I said. I would have felt bad about this, but while Amlan’s direction is intense, he 

never makes me feel badly about our abilities or lack thereof. 

“Ok.” he said. And he thought, tilting his head. He squinted a bit, like a painter looking 

through eyelashes to find the shadows. A long time passed, as he seemed to be visualizing what 

he planned to describe next in great detail. 

“For shingara,” he began.“For shingara, you must try to imagine a toy. A child’s toy. A 

shingara is the size of a child’s toy” 

He paused and reevaluated. 

“This toy is shaped in a particular way.” 

Another pause. 

“This toy is shaped like a pyramid.”  

Another Pause. 

“Do you understand this?” 

I tried in my mind’s eye to imagine this model pyramid, made for, or perhaps by, 

children.  

“Yes,” I responded solemnly nodding. “Yes, I believe I do.” 

“Debashish will bring the shingara. Now, we can begin.” 

As we worked, warming up and practicing our choreography, I thought about this 

pyramid. I assumed there was some significance to its entry into our process at this point and I 

wondered what role it might play in our rehearsals.  

Amlan and I had just begun crafting a very intimate movement sequence for us in The 

Winged Man. The sequence comes at the moment of the play where my character recalls making 

love to the Winged Man, just before his death. In this scene Amlan and I embrace behind a 
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screen. In the shadows, we dance, and eventually, I leap into his arms and he catches me. I lock 

my legs around his waist, lift my hands to my hair and let it down, flowing behind me. We hold 

hands and form a V with our torsos, and our outstretched arms act as wings, suggesting that we 

are flying together, but also conjuring the memory of our one-time act of passion, which is what 

has led Daysi to now be pregnant with the Winged Man’s baby. At the end of the scene, I slide 

down the Winged Man’s body, and he leans over me, tenderly, before the lights black out. 

I was very nervous about this scene. First and foremost, I worried that I would be too 

heavy for Amlan and that, at the moment I jumped into his arms, we would topple to the ground, 

ending the scene in a tackle, rather than embrace.  

I conveyed the fear to him one day. 

“You are a little heavy,” he said and smiled. 

I flushed. I had spent most of my adult life fighting the patriarchy, encouraging my sense 

of “beauty” to venture as far outside the mainstream as it wished, which was quite far. Yet 

applying this to myself tends to be more difficult. Any body positivity I had amassed over the 

years seemed to disappear in an instant. I was too heavy to be lifted by the Winged Man? I 

considered giving up my role on the spot. 

“Very, very little.” Amlan said. And then I understood. “You are a little heavy” meant 

the opposite of what I had assumed. My heaviness - my weight - was “little.” I breathed a sigh of 

relief while also scolding myself for internalizing sizeism. 

“Well,” I joked, trying to lighten the mood, “Also, it is good I am not really eight months 

pregnant like Daysi is at this moment in the play!” 

“Ah. This is also no problem,” Amlan said, waving away the idea with a small sweep of 

his hand. Then he smiled: “You have seen my wife…” He trailed off as if he had planned to say 
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more but decided against it. Or perhaps he could not or simply did not wish to find the words in 

English. Instead of speaking, he chuckled. I laughed, as well, because, and I kept this to myself 

as well: I had NOT ever seen his wife. 

Later, someone told me that when his wife was eight months pregnant, Amlan had carried 

her on his shoulders, walking about the stage as she delivered a monologue. I would also learn 

that, in general, when referring to his wife, he would often proudly mention that she is a 

formidable woman, full figured and tall. 

It took me some time, but I finally also spoke to Amlan about my other worry about the 

lift scene. I was nervous about the level of intimacy, afraid that my commitment and feeling in 

the scene might overflow in some way and cross a boundary or a taboo of which I was unaware.  

I explained this to Amlan, but in my shyness over the topic, I inadvertently spoke in coded 

and obtuse terms. 

Nonetheless, Amlan listened attentively as I finished my awkward, no doubt fumbling 

story. 

“Also,” he said: “I will be naked.” 

It was unclear to what degree or whether he had understood my worry, but his response 

at once helped and did not help put me at ease. It is true that the Winged Man is to wear nothing 

but a loincloth. In fact, Amlan then told me, he planned to wear a flesh-toned bodysuit under the 

loincloth, so he would not literally be naked. 
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81, 82. Illustration, Amlan Chaudhuri and Rosalie Purvis dance in the shadows in The Winged 

Man, Kolkata, 2018 
 

 In the end, this scene was well worth the anxiety. In our own private shadow realm 

behind the screen, I leapt into his arms, and he caught me effortlessly. My legs wrapped around 

him and locked perfectly. On the night of the play, we felt as if we were flying. The audience gave 

us a standing ovation.  

 But in those early days of rehearsal, this dance existed only as an amorphous idea, an 

aspiration.  

Now, as we were practicing the first part of the dance, Debashish came back into the 

rehearsal room carrying a paper parcel. Here would be the pyramids, I thought. Debashish 

unwrapped the parcel. 

 “Here!” he said: “Shingara for us!” 

I looked inside the paper and saw three beautifully made, indeed, pyramid shaped and 

children’s-toy-sized savory pastries. I had somehow not known until this day that shingara is the 

Bengali word for Samosa.  
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 “They are samosas,” I said, and smiled. 

No further explanation was needed. We laughed for a good long while. 

Introduction to The Winged Man 

 
83. Illustration, Show poster for The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 

Just before Debashish and Debaroti traveled back to Kolkata after our fourth production 

of Root Map, I gave them a stack of books, including a few of my favorite plays. I hoped that if 

we could maintain an ongoing creative dialogue, we might remain united even in distance. One 

of the books I gave them was José Rivera’s Giants Have Us in Their Books, a collection of short 

plays. Each play presents a whimsical yet gritty form of socio-political psychological magic 

realism. In his introduction to the collection, Rivera writes: 

One day I was talking to my then four-year old daughter Adena about fairy-tale stories 
and imaginary creatures like witches and giants. She wanted to know where they came 
from. I told her they came from people making them up and putting them in their books. 
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She thought about it a second and said, “Oh then giants have us in their books.” The 
following are six short plays written as if we were the subject of stories told by giants. 
(Rivera, Notes) 
 
 
Debashish, Debaroti, and I share a passion for magical realism, and I had imagined they 

would enjoy Rivera’s gritty fairy tales. Indeed, once she settled back into her life in Kolkata, 

Debaroti wrote to me that she and Debashish had read the plays on the airplane. Their favorite 

play in the Rivera book was The Winged Man — a play that I have directed and incorporated into 

my courses over the years. Right before I returned to Kolkata, Debaroti wrote that Chaepani had 

decided to launch a production of The Winged Man and they wanted me to direct it. Debaroti 

write an adaptation of the script. 

The Winged Man tells the story of a young girl named Daysi who meets a mythical 

creature, falls in love with him, and bears his child. The first scene finds Daysi exploring a cave, 

and taking notes for a high school science class, when she encounters a dying winged man. For a 

few hours, she tends to his wounds, cares for him, and bonds with him. In the next scenes, she 

tells her mother and her classmate that she is pregnant. In monologue interludes between scenes, 

we learn that she is convinced she is pregnant with a winged child, the Winged Man’s baby. 

Needless to say, neither her friend, nor her mother believe her. However, at the end of the play, 

we see Daysi lovingly care for her infant, then release him into the air and watch him fly away.  

In my collaborative relationship with Chaepani, The Winged Man would mark our first 

foray into staging an existing play script together. Up until this point, we had created work with 

and for the company. In contrast, The Winged Man instantly confronted us conveying a culturally 

specific story to an audience who is unfamiliar with the source culture. In fact, we first wondered 

how to convey culturally specific aspects of the play to the members of Chaepani. We began our 
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process of collective dramaturgical analysis and response to the play, and its components, and 

formed a particular mode of adaptation to suit our cultural crossing. 

It was during this project that we deepened into the complexity of intercultural and 

interlingual act of transfer. While working on Root Map, we had intermingled languages and 

cultural perspectives. In doing so, we had embraced various intercultural and interlingual acts of 

transfer in all their complex and unpredictable glory. As we worked to adapt and stage The 

Winged Man, we learned to deepen the practice of honoring what is transferred, rather than 

attempting to create an “equal/same equivalent” in translation or interpretation or culture 

“sharing.” 

Intercultural Adaptation 

 
84. Illustration: Amlan Chaudhuri (left) and Rosalie Purvis (right), The Winged Man, 

Kolkata, 2018 
 

It fascinated me to observe that, while The Winged Man moved and compelled us all, we 

seemed to respond to its story for different reasons. I had always fixed my attention primarily on 

the theme of teenage pregnancy and its metaphorical heightening by way of Rivera’s particular 
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manifestation of psychological magic realism. Teenage pregnancy had proven to be a prevalent 

issue in the communities where I had previously taught and directed The Winged Man: therefore 

the play had resonated with my actors and students as a psycho-social commentary on the 

experience of very young mothers and their friends and families. On the other hand, for the 

members of Chaepani, the story of The Winged Man resonated primarily for different reasons, 

such as the role of mythical creatures in our evolving imaginations and the symbolism of wings. 

Debaroti and Debashish had begun to discuss ways we might adapt the play to merge 

more seamlessly into the local context of our Kolkata audiences. I admit, I had preconceptions 

about what such an adaptation might yield. My reticence towards culturally adapting The Winged 

Man stemmed from my attachment to its specific cultural roots, and their inextricable 

intertwining with very specific cultural contexts and experiences; thus, initially, I worried about 

disrupting what already felt like the fragile and endangered ecosystem of the play’s world.  

There are many approaches in which the process of adaptation aspires to and yet eludes 

interculturalism. A frequent, but often ineffective, attempt at intercultural adaptation is to 

transplant the play into a new and unexpected cultural context. Examples of this include the oft 

explored “Shakespeare set in X culture.” One lifts the play out of its original context and 

positions it in a different one in order to explore the ways the original play and the “target” 

culture interrelate. While this approach of cultural repositioning may yield a compelling process 

and/or result, I would argue that it rarely facilitates intercultural exchange. Rather, in these 

adaptations we find, at best, two cultures, side by side, politely -- or, at times, less politely -- in 

perfunctory, unintimate conversation. At worst, we find one culture subsuming or objectifying 

the other, or one culture condescendingly offering its perceived more infinite wisdom to the 

other.  



   
 
174 
 

The other risk we run with adaptation, or really in many amorphous attempts at 

intercultural collaboration, is what I have informally called “the Buddha Bar effect.” This refers 

to the Buddha Bar musical compilations made by DJ’s who play “Zen-chic” (Eastern-Western 

electronic hybrid) lounge music in a Parisian restaurant called “Buddha-Bar”. Often, when online 

music platforms, such as Spotify or Pandora, attempt to create a playlist based on the broad range 

of global music I enjoy, I am offered a cyber-generated, “electro-ethnic” lounge music that fuses 

Eastern and Western rhythms and melodies. Even if the diverse music that prompted this search 

was complex fare, certainly not background music to which to “lounge” in a “zen-chic” manner, 

the majority of the songs offered back to me stem from the Buddha Bar compilations. While 

these “chill out” songs may prove quite pleasing, they tend to evade cultural specificity, and, 

perhaps as a result, complexity. Only the so-called “lowest common denominator” of each fused 

genre passes through the equation of “equalizing” and the result tends to retain little to no depth.  

  When it came to The Winged Man, I had little faith in my ability to convey the cultural 

world of the play sufficiently to the members of Chaepani. I also feared that I would lack 

sufficient understanding of the world into which the original play might be repositioned. I feared 

that these shortcomings on my end would yield the theatrical equivalent of “the Buddha Bar 

effect.” However, I cast my doubts aside for the moment and embraced the risk. Rather than 

reject the adaptation process before it began, I told Debaroti that I would love to fully collaborate 

in directing — that I would like to listen closely to how the play resonated in Kolkata.  
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Methods of Intercultural Transfer 

 
85. Illustration, Bread Poster 

 

When we yearn to connect various disparate components of our own, respective mixed 

cultural and linguistic heritages, Debaroti and I both define and engage translation and 

adaptation, both literally and conceptually, as overarching methods. We do not seek “precise 

equivalents” in our translations or adaptations. In fact, in Task of the Translator, Walter 

Benjamin explains the futility of the replacement mode of translation: 

The words Brot and pain “intend” the same object, but the modes of this intention are not 
the same. It is owing to these modes that the word Brot means something different to a 
German than the word pain to a Frenchman, that these words are not interchangeable for 
them, that, in fact, they strive to exclude each other. As to the intended object, however, 
the two words mean the very same thing. While the modes of intention in these two 
words are in conflict, intention and object of intention complement each of the two 
languages from which they are derived; there the object is complementary to the 
intention. (257) 
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Rather than utilize translation to erase the differences between Brot or pain, or for that matter roti 

or lechem, if anything, we engage translation to highlight the differences. In doing so, we find 

ourselves with a metaphorically more bountiful and diverse “bread basket.” While we spend a lot 

of time facilitating and guiding the transference of content and affect from one linguistic or 

cultural mode to the other, we also have learned to accept that some aspects of transference do 

and, perhaps ideally should, fall outside of our control. Walter Benjamin speaks to this 

relinquishing of control in The Task of the Translator: 

The transfer can never be total, but what reaches this region is that element in a 
translation which goes beyond transmittal of subject matter. This nucleus is best defined 
as the element that does not lend itself to translation. Even when all the surface content 
has been extracted and transmitted, the primary concern of the genuine translator remains 
elusive. Unlike the words of the original, it is not translatable, because the relationship 
between content and language is quite different in the original and the translation. (261) 

 
My own broadly defined practice of translation found its theoretical basis, when, in my 

second year of undergraduate coursework, I studied translation theory with comparative 

literature scholar Dr. Leslie Morris. One day, as she helped us traverse Task of the Translator, 

she posed an explanation that helped ground us in our first exposure to the formative text. Dr. 

Morris began her explanation with the description of a particular kind of dream. She asked us, 

the students, whether we had ever woken up to a dream that we remembered very vividly in an 

emotional, sensory manner, yet, as we woke up, the details grew immediately hazy. Indeed, this 

experience proved universal: when we asked ourselves to put the dream into words, we found 

ourselves unable to recall most of the specific events or “storylines” of the dream. In fact, the 

more we attempted to pin down the dream’s narrative, the less we could recall it. Later, she said, 

were we to explain this dream to someone else, we would find ourselves finding tangible 

equivalents to take the place of intangible facets of the dream. If we continue to retell the story of 
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our dream, in time, these tangible equivalents weave themselves together to form a new story. 

The story becomes a stand-in for the original dream, serving to reach those who did not dream it. 

The more time passes since waking up from this original dream, the more deftly does the 

dreamer wave this tapestry of equivalents. Over time, the dreamer finds their memory of the 

original of the dream fades more and more, eclipsed by its re-telling. In time, the retelling is the 

only version of the original dream that we can access. 

 Dr. Morris posited that, when a translator is tasked with translating a text, it behooves the 

translator to treat that text as if it were the re-telling of the ephemeral dream, rather than the 

dream itself. If we view the re-telling as the “original” text, then the ephemeral dream that 

preceded and inspired it can be considered the “original-original” text. In such a way, the 

translator must employ the “original” as a map that may guide us back to the “original-original” 

ephemeral dream.  

This ephemeral dream-metaphor-based theory has created cross- and inter-linguistic 

bridges in my own multilingual life, helping to connect my own multiplicitous understanding of 

particular concepts. This theory has also guided me across the most intimate of cultural bridges. 

Rather than attempt to craft a precise equivalent between culturally disparate experiences, I seek 

out the ephemeral origin of a cultural phenomenon. While the “original-original” often seems 

elusive, and indeed we reach for it in a leap of faith, somewhere, within our consciousness, it 

also resonates more vividly than that which has been put forth as tangible placeholder. 

Translation and adaptation are not the only modes of (re)creation to engage this method.  

For instance, performers often engage in processes that resemble the search for the “original-

original.” Many theatre techniques incorporate some form of connecting to an ephemeral 

(re)creation of an inner motivation or “energy” of some kind, as is true of my own acting 
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training, which is, in part, rooted in methods of Stanislavski and his disciples. Uta Hagen offers 

particularly compelling descriptions of this process in Respect for Acting:  

I use substitution in order to 'make believe' in its literal sense-- to make me believe the 
time, the place, what surrounds me the conditioning forces, my new character and my 
relationship to the other characters, in order to send me into the moment-to-moment 
spontaneous action of my newly selected self on stage. 
 In putting himself into the circumstances of the play, a talented amateur (as well 
as a genius actor) often makes substitutions intuitively. (34-35) 

 

The practice of substitution resembles the attempt to (re)connect with the “original-original,” as 

both depend on a leap of faith -- “believing” as Hagen calls it -- that leads us to (re)create a 

driving force of the truth that we then attempt to access and put forth, via a combination of 

memory, intuition, imagination, and emotion. In fact, as one master acting teacher with whom I 

studied, Naomi Thornton, used to tell her students, as she taught us techniques of substitution, “It 

is magic and it's also not magic.” For instance, in order to better access an objective of a scene 

with a complex conflict, perhaps the actor tries to recreate the memory of a person with whom 

they have a charged relationship. With heightened imagination, the actor dives deeply into 

memory in order to envision this person. In the process of balancing the multi-tasking of 

(re)creation, aspects of the person emerge, surface, float by, fade, and re-emerge. The person’s 

voice, their smell, their particular curvature of cheek, a gesture or facial expression the person 

tends to make, and snippets of emotional responses this person has evoked and evokes dance 

through this imagining. This imaginary recreation can feel like a sort of “magic,” yet, as Naomi 

Thornton reminded us, it remains unlikely that, as a result of our attempted conjuring, the person 

will suddenly appear in the room in a puff of smoke. The magic lies in the very process of 

attempted conjuring, not the result, for in fact, there is no “result;” the person will not be 

“conjured.” When we witness the actor in the process of this attempted conjuring, we witness a 



   
 
179 
 

sort of “translation” of the “original-original”, as this ephemeral act begins to take shape in the 

form of corporeal activity and stillness.  

 As Walter Benjamin describes in Task of the Translator “The task of the translator 

consists in finding that intended effect [Intention] upon the language into which he is translating 

which produces in it the echo of the original” (254).  In this way, both actor and translator seek 

an unknown and/or remembered source via a journey of (re)creation. The border in between 

point of departure and destination is an uncharted, unnamed space where we both lose and find 

intimacies of remembering and knowing. In charting this border space, we discover elements of 

connection that illuminate a sense of kinship between origin and destination. Walter Benjamin 

writes: 

If the kinship of languages manifests itself in translations, this is not accomplished 
through a vague alikeness between adaptation and original. It stands to reason that 
kinship does not necessarily involve likeness. (255) 

 
Translation connects disparate elements via the metaphorical migrascapes that link them. The act 

of transfer in heterolingual address may not evoke precise equivalents but may rather emphasize 

and even form kinships between interrelated concepts. Bröt, pain, roti, lechem -- all unite within 

the same metaphorical breadbasket.  

Root Map Included over fifteen different languages in its performance. Each member of 

the Root Map team has spent considerable time in multilingual locations. We do not expect to 

find ourselves in a familiar language zone. The same holds true for cultural (un)familiarity. Thus, 

when we attend a performance that presents unfamiliar language or cultural material, the 

unfamiliarity itself feels familiar; we accept that which is transferred. Thus, as we created and 

rehearsed Root Map, we did not question that, with fifteen languages spoken, audiences would 
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inevitably find themselves, at some point, experiencing an act of transfer via and in spite of 

heterolingual address.  

When we perform in, with, and through languages or cultural contexts that are not known 

to us, we seek ways to expose glimpses of the ephemeral “original-original.” Because of our 

comfort with multilingual spaces, we gravitate to a range of nonverbal communication 

techniques such as movement, dance, music, song, and intangible forms of nonverbal expression 

that transcend the specificity of verbal language. Because each of us has spent a large portion of 

our lives translating even our most deeply held thoughts and feelings between our own most 

closely held languages, when we, in Chaepani, create work that connects through and across 

language and culture., we attempt to conjure the “original-original” live on stage, thus engaging 

in active and intimate acts of translation. It was this translation-theory based approach that 

informed our adaptation of The Winged Man.  

Adapting and Creating the New Winged Man 
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86. Illustration, Debaroti Chakraborty reads from her script, Sayantani Raychaudhuri 
listens from behind her, 2018, Kolkata 

 
Once Debaroti had written an adapted version of the script, we met to share it in a first 

reading of The Winged Man. Several members of Chaepani met in the home of Sayantani, who 

was to play the role of Daysi’s mother in the play.  Some came because they would be acting or 

designing for the production. Others joined to hold space and be present.  

Debaroti sat on a cushion and opened her notebook to the pages in which she had 

handwritten the new script. As a result, the document appeared as a handcrafted and intimate 

map, signaling through words, language, layout, handwriting, and the organic route of her ideas 

curling across the pages. This “map” created a visual evocation of searching for the “original-

original.” Debaroti recited the script using the pages as a guide — indeed as a map -- between 

the original script and the new terrain of this production, as well as the ephemeral “truths” 

conjured by both. Debaroti’s recitation from her map-like document, led us more deeply into the 

“original'' text, the “text” or ephemeral dream that we imagine prompted the play in the first 

place. 

 
87. Illustration, A page from the handwritten script, Kolkata, 2015 
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The company sat in rapt attention, journeying together via this recitation. When Debaroti 

completed her reading and gently closed the script, we paused in a moment of resonant stillness, 

then collectively broke into applause and even some tears. Debaroti turned directly to me and our 

eyes met, and we embraced. There we entwined as creative sisters within the circle of our 

“family.”  

When Debaroti had spoken to me about the adaptation of The Winged Man that she 

envisioned creating, she had named a few elements in the original script that she wished to 

embody differently for our audience in Kolkata. Her adaptation and translation choices were 

inspired first by her very close reading of the play itself, but also by discussions she and I had 

about key aspects of the play, both from a dramaturgical, historical perspective and from the 

perspective of my experience watching and directing the play in different communities. We 

parsed multiple layers of culture and language as we felt our way around the route we sought to 

traverse. Many unexpected connections arose. As I noticed these connections, I surrendered my 

prior assumptions of what might or might not be transferable across the cultural borders and 

allowed myself to fully immerse myself into this emerging integration.  

In some ways, while we worked from a (pre)existing script in adapting The Winged Man, 

aspects of our process of adaptation harkened back to the exercises we had done in our “narrative 

sharing” in the rehearsal processes of previous projects. In this case, I had presented an existing 

narrative to Debaroti as a formative one and she had begun to retell it as “her own.'' 

The process of adapting holds much in common with the process of translating. In both 

the case of translation as well as in the case of adaptation, we confront the impact of choosing 

what may best represent a culturally or linguistically opaque aspect of the original text. These 

moments represent crossroads on the journey to the “original-original” and we must, as best we 
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can, engage the original text as a map. With that map in hand we ask, what will this new 

interpretation “remove” from the story? What would be “lost” in this cross-border transaction? 

And, at the same time, what might be gained or illuminated? 

Below follow some of the topics that represented crossroads on this path to adapting The 

Winged Man.   

 

1. The Decision to Adapt Daysi 

 
88. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 

A few weeks before I traveled back to Kolkata, Debaroti mentioned in passing that, in 

addition to directing The Winged Man, the members of Chaepani had also decided that I was to 

play the main role, “Daysi.” This surprised me, for in The Winged Man, Daysi is a teenage girl. 
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In fact, to my thinking, the play revolves around the unique perspective of a pregnant teenage 

girl in an American, Latinx community. Debaroti wrote back that while she understood that 

Daysi is a teenage girl in the original play, to adapt to the Indian context, Daysi might more aptly 

appear as an unwed, adult woman living with her mother. Debaroti explained that unwed 

motherhood represents a more common and familiar taboo in Indian culture then teen pregnancy. 

Considering how much the American teenage pregnancy theme had shaped my attachment to the 

play, I wondered what would change if an adult woman represented an adult woman.  

 
89. Illustration, Debaroti Chakraborty and Rosalie Purvis, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 

2018 
 

As Debaroti created her representation of Daysi, I began to see a broader interpretation of 

the taboo pregnancy unfold. Not only did Debaroti reimagine Daysi as an adult woman, she 

wrote her story line as a professional academic — a scientist — who had likely relinquished the 

decision to marry and have children in exchange for her career. Instead of a high school student, 

Debaroti rendered Daysi’s best friend as a fellow scientist. This particular adaptation also shifted 

the play directly into our own realm of experience as adult women in academia. As we moved 

the play through this new reality, we learned that the similarities to the high school students in 

Rivera’s world and the adult women in the Indian cultural context Debaroti crafted, were far 
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closer than we could have imagined. In both the original script and Debaroti’s interpretation, 

Daysi faces pressure to choose against carrying her pregnancy to term. In both renderings, Daysi 

is deemed delusional by her friend and her mother, for continuing to assert that she has been 

impregnated by a winged man, which, in the case of both a teenage girl and adult woman, 

emphasized the “irrationality” of committing to motherhood against social expectations. I took 

all this in after having directed The Winged Man in the past, always with a teenage girl in the role 

of Daysi.  

I articulated to Debaroti the ways in which the play spoke to me as to the particular 

disempowered role of the pregnant teenage girl and the force of Daysi’s decision to give birth to 

her child. I expressed my observation that Daysi’s magical reality is easily perceived as teenage 

delusion, even as she insists on telling people that it was a winged man who impregnated her. 

The more I identified my own associations, interpretations and emotional affiliations to the 

themes in the play, I realized — or Debaroti and I realized together — that they linked, more 

than I would have initially imagined, with the adult version of Daysi whom Debaroti was 

beginning to discover in her adaptation of the play. 

Now that I prepared to play the role of Daysi, the ease with which I slipped into 

identifying with her predicament amazed me. Adult Daysi in India and teenage Daysi in the U.S. 

connected via the sort of “kinship” Benjamin speaks of in Task of the Translator. Like Bröt 

versus pain, and bread versus roti, the two versions of Daysi, within this kinship, echo a 

multitude of different, overlapping and mutual truths pertaining to womanhood, pregnancy, 

motherhood, and social expectations.  
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2. Wings 

 

 
90, 91, 92. Illustrations, Rosalie Purvis and Amlan Chaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 
 

Daysi’s Voice: I bet he was of this ancient race. That predates us all. That was around 
from the beginning. From earliest time. And they lived in harmony on the earth for 
millions of years. And they were happy here. Flying over the virgin world. Swooping, 
soaring. Secular angels. The source, you know, of our mythology regarding angels. The 
original vision. These winged people who survived millions of years until our kind came 
along. With sticks and stones, then arrows, howitzers, with guns and poisons, slowly, 
efficiently eradicating this magnificent species, killing them all until there was only one 
left, One. (Rivera, 67) 
 
The company had responded powerfully to the image and concept of a “man with wings.” 

As we spoke about the play, we began to engage in exchanges of how we perceived “wings” and 

the type of fantastical or mythological human-like creature who has them. Our cultural and 

personal perceptions began to overlap and shape a new, intercultural esthetic of “wings.” I shared 
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with the company some aspects of religious and cultural visuals that likely influenced the world 

of the piece. The wings of the angel frequently appear in a Western or Judeo-Christian context as 

large, feathered and heavy objects. To the designers in Chaepani, in the context of Indian 

iconography, the association of “wings' ' presented as light-weight, filmy or papery, resonating as 

more suggestive than literal. Furthermore, in the original script, Daysi speaks of the Winged Man 

as the last of “a race of winged men, ', primarily positioning the Winged Man as representing the 

past, and her longing for him thus marked with nostalgia. Heightening this sense of nostalgia is 

the fact that the character of the Winged Man appears only briefly at the start of the play. Even 

during his relatively brief time onstage, he appears dimly lit, in the shadows, his presence 

ephemeral in nature. As our designers worked towards conceiving our representation of “wings,'' 

my image of the Winged Man, himself, began to shift. While the Western angel still remained 

deeply housed in my consciousness, this new airy-winged creature seemed to take up residence 

alongside him. In our production, the Winged Man began to resemble the latter image.  

Furthermore, Debaroti had conceived of the Winged Man primarily occupying a world of 

shadow and light. Even in the first scene, when the Winged Man is still alive, we see him within 

a dim collage of shadows, some cast upon and around him, others cast by him. Once the first 

scene ends and he has passed away, the Winged Man appears only behind a scrim, as shadow 

dancer. His form becomes mutable, transforming, via his shadow movements, into different 

visions of a winged man — one or more for each character in the script. This malleability of the 

sacred or mystical creature addresses the way Hindu gods shapeshift.  

At the same time, we did not entirely abandon all aspects of the Winged Man that seemed 

distinctly Western. Shortly after the play begins, we see his character, clothed in only a loincloth, 

slumped and bleeding, wounded, against the wall of a cave, conjuring iconic images of angels 
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and Christ-like figures. In such a way, the narrative embodies specifically “Western” and 

Christian imagery/mythologies. In her adaptation, Debaroti references wings and winged beings, 

primarily as symbols of dream-worlds, imagination and youth and that which cannot be 

explained.  

 
93. Illustration, Amlan Chaudhuri (behind the screen) and Sayanarabi Raychaudhuri, The 

Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 
 

As Debaroti’s adaptation of the play unfolds, unlike in the original, the other two 

characters, Daysi’s friend and her mother, each interact, briefly, with the Winged Man, in 

memory. For Daysi’s friend, a fellow research scientist, the Winged Man comes to represent that 

which science cannot explain or contain. For her mother, the Winged Man represents the dreams 

of her own youth, now nearly faded. The decision to hone in on these two interactions evokes 

another aspect of linguistic translation. When a particular word or expression knows no precise 

equivalent, as translators, we may choose to represent the single word in the original language 

with multiple words in the target language. In this way, the word is split into fragments that each 

resonate on their own, as bits and pieces of the original word. In Debaroti’s adaptation, the 

various interactions with the Winged Man served this purpose. As there is no direct equivalent to 



   
 
189 
 

the Western and Judeo-Christian construct of “angel,” the adaptation parses different aspects of 

the Winged Man, making him a multi-faceted symbol. At the same time, we retained much of the 

original visual representation of the Winged Man. In doing so, we simultaneously evoked the 

representation’s symbolic Western-ness and, there in Kolkata, foreignness, in connection with 

the aspects of winged men we had established as familiar. 

3. Shadows 

 
94. Illustration, Amlan Chaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 

 In order to further enhance this defining of “winged man” as a multifaceted symbolic 

figure, we staged most of his interactions as shadow play. Only once, in the opening of the play, 

we present the Winged Man without the intervention of the screen. In each subsequent scene, the 

characters engage with the shadow presence of the Winged Man, sometimes at a distance, from 
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in front of the shadow world created by the scrim, other times from behind the scrim, where the 

characters join the Winged Man.  

As a shadow figure, the Winged Man shifts in and out of view, and in a variety of 

perspectives, sometimes looming larger than life, and, at other points, appearing to be very small. 

The malleability created by shadow prompted the Winged Man to occupy a space of memory, 

fading in and out of view and taking different sizes and shapes to represent different affective 

representations. When characters leapt into the shadow world with him, they also grew 

malleable, as shadows, thus transforming their own image into memories, creating a dream-like 

state. At other points, the Winged Man remains alone in the shadows, viewed by a character who 

appears live on stage, gazing into his world from afar, as if recalling a dream or memory. 

In addition to creating a memory and dream effect, the character of the Winged Man, as 

shadow-being, becomes a shapeshifter, moving from one geometric shape into another, not only 

reminding us of Hindu gods, but also creating multiple embodied versions of himself. First, he 

moves from his live body to embodied shadow. Then, we notice that his body is first injured and 

then well. In this way, the Winged Man changes form repeatedly, revealing different aspects of 

his identity, revealing different meanings and manifestations of winged man, all of which create 

a kind of dialogue between Eastern and Western aspects of his symbology.  
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4. Movement and Music as Act of Transfer in an Organically Bilingual World 

 
 95. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis and Amlan Chaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 

In the original script, the first two scenes of the play proceed nearly nonverbally. In fact, the 

entire first scene depicting Daysi and the Winged Man’s meeting unfolds without a single word. 

This nonverbal scenario weaves into a monologue that, in the original, is suggested to take place 

in the dark, as we move from one scene to another. In her adaptation, Debaroti retained this, and 

most of Daysi’s pre-recorded monologues, as they were, in English. In my experiences directing 

the play previously, I had always noted that the text of these monologues resonated as verbally 

dense, even in the context of English-speaking audiences. Part of this density is enhanced by the 

fact that these texts are heard in the dark, without any corresponding physical action. In her 

adaptation, Debaroti layered these monologues with corresponding visual input, such as scenes 

taking place as shadow play projected on a screen. She also adapted two of them to take place in 

Bengali and to be spoken by the other two women in the play, Daysi’s friend and Daysi’s 

mother. We also layered original music behind the monologues to add another modality of 

internalizing the content, creating yet another act of transfer. 
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In the original script, the second scene includes only one line of uttered live dialogue, 

namely when Daysi tells her mother “I’m pregnant.” We elected to eliminate even this line and 

extend the nonverbal aspect of the first two scenes. Movement establishes itself as the play’s 

primary mode of communication in the first scene. In Debaroti’s adaptation, with the absence of 

words in the second scene, the nonverbal mode deepens. In general, Debaroti’s adaptation 

proceeds with far fewer words than the original, thus removing some of the burdens of verbal 

language, and creating space to communicate via movement. In this way, in scene two, Daysi 

communicates her pregnancy to her mother exclusively through gestures.  

 
96. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis and Sayantani Raychaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 

2018 
 

 Even when Debaroti inserted or retained words in the adaptation, she shifted them 

between English and Bengali, weaving the two languages together into the fabric of the 

performance, creating an organically bilingual world.  The two languages connected relatively 

seamlessly in the script, reflecting the linguistic landscape of Kolkata, and also of our specific 



   
 
193 
 

community, with me in it. The fact that I played Daysi meant that mine was the only character 

who did not speak Bengali. Nonetheless, I listened and responded to Bengali words spoken to 

me. For Daysi, acts of transfer occurred between the lines of the Bengali text. Being the only 

non-Bengali speaker enhances the fact that she occupies a different psychological space than the 

rest of the human characters. While she is unable to understand parts of what the other characters 

say, she internalizes the meaning viscerally, and without a certain nuance specific words can 

offer. 

Intercultural Manifestations of Motherhood 

 

97. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis and Sayantani Raychaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 
2018 

 

 The original script of The Winged Man features motherhood as a primary theme. Between 

Daysi, her mother, and her winged baby, motherhood manifests as complex, intergenerational, 

and multi-layered. In the original script, from the first scene where we find Daysi and her mother 

at the breakfast table, we see their relationship shift, from Daisy's announcement of her 
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pregnancy on. In the penultimate scene of the play, Daysi has built a nest in a tree, where she is 

preparing to give birth. Her mother tries, in vain, to coax her down from the tree and into, what 

she perceives as “reality.” Daysi’s mother sees Daysi begin to occupy a world that, try as she 

might, does not include her; she is watching Daysi slip away. At the same time, at the end of the 

play, Daysi watches her child fly away to a world that she cannot reach. Both mothers lose their 

children to the Winged Man’s legacy.  

 When we adapted the two scenes between mother and daughter, the verbal and body 

language between the two underwent a cultural and linguistic shift. In the original script, in an 

otherwise wordless scene, in one very brief sentence, Daysi tells her mother that she is pregnant. 

In Debaroti’s adaptation, Daysi tells her mother through gestures, by taking her mother’s hand 

and resting it on her belly. In the penultimate scene of the original script, Daysi’s mother pleads 

with her daughter to come down from the tree, her tactics pushing her words out angrily. In 

Debaroti’s adaptation, Daysi, again in gestures, bids her mother farewell, before taking off for 

her nest. Her mother cries out to her and even sings to her, at the same time recalling her own 

memory of a winged man from her own past. While, in the original script, Daysi’s mother does 

not directly mention such an interaction, her monologue does speak to the journey between her 

carefree pre-motherhood youth, and her burdened post-motherhood adulthood: 

You’re going to be a mother any day now. That makes you squarely a woman, Daysi. A 
woman. WOMAN. Just like me. Once you have this baby, you’re going to be no different 
than me. You’ll have passed the borderland, that place in which your childhood is buried 
forever. You’ll have to give up all the trappings of your childhood. You’ll never play in 
the same way. The air in your lungs will never feel the same again. On the other side of 
the mirror a face will look back at you full of care and sleeplessness and the memory of 
pain. Now I can understand you’re afraid of that. But you should have thought of that 
before you got knocked up! Sitting in a tree all day and night for weeks is not going to 
change that. It’s not going to make the deep responsibility go away. The baby is going to 
need you desperately. That baby isn’t going to want to hear your fantasies about some 
winged man you had a one night stand with. It’s going to ask hard questions, Daysi. 
You’re going to have to be honest with your baby and with yourself. And that honesty 
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should start today, baby. Today. With you getting down off that tree and cease eating 
birdseed and dismantling that fucking nest in your bed! Put that fantasy away, child. A 
boy knocked you up. A real person. Not a miracle. Not fantasy. Get real, baby. Get off 
that tree. Start living your life. (Rivera, 70-71) 
 

This monologue in the original script speaks to Daysi’s indulgence in the fantasy of the Winged 

Man as youthful whimsy, akin to childhood games and freedoms. In Debaroti’s adaptation, with 

the adult woman, the Winged Man nonetheless represents the pre-motherhood side of the border 

between unencumbered times to the weight of loving a child. When, in Debaroti’s adaptation, 

Daysi’s mother says: “Once I met a winged man…” she gazes towards the scrim and sees the 

shadow of the Winged Man, shrinking as if he is flying farther and farther away, slowly fading 

from sight and from memory as she recalls but cannot bring back her youth. The process of 

adaptation further heightens the Winged Man’s role as that which has been lost to the burdens of 

motherhood. 

 
98. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis and Sayantani Raychaudhuri, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 

 

  In the final scene of the original script, Daysi enters the stage alone with her baby, and 

remains alone as she watches her baby fly away. Daysi tearfully, yet proudly, watches her 

winged baby take flight and move into a world out of her reach. In Debaroti’s adaptation, 
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Daysi’s mother stands behind Daysi, close but also out of reach. Daysi’s mother sings in Bengali 

about motherhood and the inevitable loss of one’s child as that child takes off for worlds 

unknown to mother. In Debaroti’s adaptation, the moment of farewell lingers much longer than 

the original script suggests. Between the original and the adaptation, the two final scenes reflect 

the moment of maternal sacrifice in different ways, yet the underlying emotions of love and loss 

remain.  

Intimate Acts of Translation 

 
99. Illustration, Rosalie Purvis and Debaroti Chakraborty, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 

2018 
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In “Task of the Translator,” Benjamin describes the complex relationship between 

original and translation. In his description, the relationship is composed of multiple ephemeral 

and intangible facets, that, in spite of, perhaps because of the borders between them, become 

intimately related in new forms of kinship. Rather than one mother tongue mimicking or 

speaking at another in a subject to object relationship, two or more mother tongues address the 

same “original-original,” which may reveal itself in pieces, here and there, but remain, forever, 

just out of reach: 

Unlike a work of literature, translation does not find itself in the center of the language 
forest but on the outside facing the wooded ridge; it calls into it without entering, aiming 
at that single spot where the echo is able to give, in its own language, the reverberation of 
the work in the alien one. (259) 
 

As we adapted and staged The Winged Man, we learned to more deeply understand the original 

text and its possible impetus. Once again, much like in a migrant’s journey or in diaspora, the 

play passed through cultures, taking some of the new culture with it and depositing some of its 

old or original resonance along the way.  

 
100. Illustration, Amlan Chaudhuri, Rosalie Purvis, The Winged Man, Kolkata, 2018 



   
 
198 
 

 

As we explored the border between the culture(s) and language(s) of the original and the 

culture(s) and language(s) of the adaptation, we grew more and more united. While we knew the 

ephemeral “original-original” of The Winged Man would always remain as out of reach as 

Daysi’s soaring baby, nonetheless, we searched for it. As we embodied this process of 

translation, we conjured, in a wishful act of transfer, the most intimate of kinships.  
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In Conclusion 

In early 2020, I wrote the final words of my final chapter. I put the document aside and 

set about planning my next trip to Kolkata. I was hoping to sit with Debaroti in person, as we 

talked through our methods and stories one more time, before I put the finishing touches on my 

chapters. In addition to these editing goals, Debaroti and I were concocting big plans. We had 

received invitations to perform our duet Now That Separateness Is Unassailable, in several 

locations in India. Just a week before booking our travel tickets, the Coronavirus pandemic swept 

across the globe, prompting nations to lockdown its populations and restrict travel. Even if I had 

not worried about the global health risks of taking such a big multi-stop trip, I was unable to go 

to India, because the government ceased issuing visas to American citizens. I briefly considered 

offering to fly Debaroti out here, but even if this had been a feasible option for her between 

family and work responsibilities, the United States issued even more rigid travel bans than it 

already had, India being among the long list of restricted nations. No matter what measures we 

might try to take, Debaroti and I would not be able to see one another in person for the time 

being. Our new Chaepani projects were put on hold. 

Up until now, our “Separateness”, while certainly genuine, had always also remained 

relatively symbolic in its “unassailability”. Our duet had tackled cultural and emotional 

separateness above all. Physical separation made up  a part of our lives as we reside in different 

continents and hold different passports. However, up until now, we had always managed to find 

a way through financial and governmental obstacles and been able to see one another in person at 

least once a year. Now, our physical separateness would likely remain quite literally 

unassailable, indefinitely.  
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The long spring of 2020 stretched on. Theatres closed their doors. Live, in person 

performance disappeared. Some performers -- those with a combination of admirable tenacity as 

well as privileged access to internet connectivity -- created and showed dances, monologues, 

songs, even scenes, broadcasting them via video across various internet media. We blessed these 

artists, praised them, and yet noticed, with some regret and shame, that we could not seem to 

muster such resilient inventiveness. I even found myself avoiding my own writings on 

intercultural performance as these seemed suddenly so terribly futile. My chapters, much like my 

proper Western work clothes and my folded, saris, gathered proverbial dust. What was the 

purpose of these intercultural methods now?  

Certainly, we were not alone in this experience of isolation, restriction and divide. On 

some level, the entire world faced divisions and restrictions. News reports filtered in and out of 

our lives. The weight of this global predicament seemed unbearable. We could barely bring 

ourselves to speak via phone or internet media, for fear it would trigger even greater 

homesickness for our togetherness.  

The news grew progressively bleaker. People in our respective communities fell ill, some 

passed away. Most days I spent some time talking with friends and family members about their 

alarming symptoms and difficult recoveries. Meanwhile, thousands of migrants in India lost their 

lives on long treks towards safe places to shelter during lockdown. A video emerged in the 

Indian media of a migrating toddler tugging at his sleeping mother’s clothes. But his mother was 

not sleeping. She had died of hunger and fatigue. The video of this child haunted me, along with 

the ongoing reports of children, separated from their families, imprisoned in government 

sanctioned encampments near the US-Mexico border. In the United States, the coronavirus 

heightened ramifications of racial and economic inequities. Protests broke out to demand justice 
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for victims of police brutality of Black Americans. This uprising swept the globe. While these 

protests issued a sense of relief for those of us who had always sought to fight this fight, they 

also lifted the curtain on multiple divisions. Undoubtedly, we could witness the divide between 

Black and white, but also between those who had always known and acknowledged our nation's 

structural racism, for whom racial inequity appeared to be news, and those who did not believe 

it. Not to mention, overt white supremacists and right-wing extremists became more vocal.  

 Then things got worse. West Bengal was hit with their most devastating storm in over 

one-hundred years, super-cyclone Amphan. I could not sleep as I processed the images of 

Kolkata, flooded, devastated and littered with downed power lines and dead animals. Friends 

described shelter seekers forced into close quarters, with no way to maintain physical distance to 

prevent the spread of the coronavirus. It was May of 2020. I had originally planned to be in 

Kolkata at that time. I could not shake the all-encompassing feeling that I was supposed to be 

there. Had I been there, I could have helped out in some way. Instead, now, I resided in a safe, 

luxurious quarantine bubble in a pleasant home. This contrast filled the empty days with 

dissonance. From here, I could do nothing.   

 Chaepani turned its energies to relief efforts, venturing into hardest hit regions with 

packages of food and medical supplies. I turned my worry into whatever small actions were 

available to me. I spread the word of recovery fundraisers and even started one of my own. I am 

not an experienced fundraiser and I lamented that, while my fundraising goal was exceeded, the 

amount generated seemed so small compared to the level of devastation Amphan had inflicted. 

Furthermore, the challenge of pushing the money between Indian and American banks, shocked 

me, as I had never known how rigidly this particular financial border is restricted, because I had 

always conducted any such transactions in person. Nonetheless, I pushed forward with my 
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efforts, and while these still felt insignificant, they gave me a reason to be in daily contact with 

Debaroti. 

In the midst of this, Debaroti and I found a small remedy for the distance when we 

connected for a weekly ashtanga yoga practice with our friend and yoga teacher Amrita 

Purkayastha, who hails from Kolkata, but has lived in Germany for some years now. We would 

first negotiate an hour that would serve the waking hours of each of our time zones and practice, 

and then unite ourselves in movement by triple-divided skype-screen. After we practiced 

intensively for an hour or two, we would discuss our respective lockdown circumstances and 

compare the ways our current nations were handling (or not handling) the pandemic.  

For some unknown reason, each time we closed in chanting and meditation, our 

connection would wobble and distort and it seemed our audio was picking up snippets of sounds 

from all three nations; the bird songs, who each seem to sing slightly different tunes or words in 

each continent, indistinguishable chattering of voices in Bengali, German and English, fading in 

and out of static, and most loudly, the ghostly rumbling of trains that may or may not have been 

running. As I closed my eyes, I felt as if we were sitting in a train together. We jokingly referred 

to this interference of connection as “Prana” (life force), perhaps brought on by our exercises in 

“pranayamic” breathing techniques. 

Each class, as we came to seated meditation, the spectral trains began their careening 

across the imagined tracks of our three continents, reminding us of the cross-continental 

movement we had, not long ago, taken for granted. In the midst of grave uncertainty, of 

insurmountable divisions, we prayed for travel, to see one another in person once again. We 

braced ourselves for the rickety aural train ride, listening to our teacher as best we could, as 

Amrita sang the Ashtanga closing chant in Sanskrit: 
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Svasthi Praja Bhyaha Pari Pala Yantam 
Nya Yena Margena Mahim Mahishaha 
Go Brahmanebhyaha Shubamastu Nityam 
Lokah Samastah Sukhino Bhavantu 
Om Shanti Shanti Shantihi 

 
 

May the rulers of the earth keep to the path of virtue 
For protecting the welfare of all generations. 
May the religious, and all peoples be forever blessed, 
May all beings everywhere be happy and free 
Om peace, peace, perfect peace 
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