
A Life Inspired to Live

A homicidal journey of the Monarch 

Ashoka the Great from Chanda Ashoka 

to Dhammashoka set in 2nd Century 

BC, leaves us wondering was the 

journey better or the life?

Directed by Archana Karry and 

Choreographed by Renjith Babu, 

Ashoka is a time evolving saga - A life 

inspired to live, depicted through 

Bharatanatyam, folk, Kalari, Yoga, 

theater and free movement. A Dance Theater Narrative

in collaboration with Dhwani presents



The story unveils through the voice 

of Ashoka’s soul as depicted to 

address his children which is us, just 

a s  a  f a the r  wou ld  sha re  h i s 

experiences with his children for 

them to learn from his experiences, 

he takes us through his life of struggle 

to equip himself to fight the odds and 

the cold-blooded ploy to slay his own 

brothers to ascend the throne and 

the bloodshed of the subjects and 

armies to expand and sustain the 

power. And he says, I realized my folly 

and became the father to my people. I 

formed the path of virtue being Right 

View, Right Intention, Right Speech, 

Right Action, Right Livelihood, 

Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and 

Right Concentration that made my 

o r d i n a r y  j o u r n e y  i n t o  a n 

extraordinary life. It seems that path 

has smudged in the realms of the time 

and my children look lost. To which 

we take an oath to retrace the 

dhammapada and restore happiness, 

contentment, peace and perfection 

in every life.

GLIMPSE



To effectively and successfully present a dance ballet on Ashoka, 

our first effort towards this creative task was to understand how 

this Monarch earned the name Ashoka the Great.

Our extensive research in the realms of history of this Mauryan 

King helped us understand that here was an individual who by 

transforming himself brought about a magnanimous transition 

in the society at large. Ashoka with his changed administrative 

policies and civil governance laid down a path which though 

never traversed before braced the promise of a successful regime. 

Our study on Ashoka also helped us comprehend that 

most of Ashoka’s practices are solutions to burning 

issues of today’s times.  Ashoka realized that harmony 

and unity in the country could only be attained by 

showing utmost respect for all living beings, which in 

turn leads one to be a respectful and responsible 

human being. Ashoka's intent was to initiate a 

practice of social behavior so expansive and benign in 

its scope, that no person, no matter what his religion, 

would be able to object it. 

It was Ashoka who led the heinous battle of Kalinga. 

Being a monarch, this gory act of his was 

unquest ionable,  yet  Ashoka possessed the 

magnanimity to accept his fault, acknowledge it and 

act upon it. Ashoka, at the right time realized and understood 

that life is a full circle and that to err is human but to be able to 

rectify it in this very life is divine and hence should be the purpose 

of every human being. This insistence of Ashoka about the 

sanctity of human life evolved in the philosophy of live and let 

live and live your today for your tomorrow’s today. These values 

are of increasing significance in today’s world where, ‘It’s my life’ 

has become the norm of the day.

Ashoka through his practice of the eight principles - Right View, 

Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right Livelihood, 

Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and Right 

Concentration put forth the right path of one’s 

responsibility and demonstrated that only when one 

possesses the right attitude i.e. an attitude resulting 

from being humble, can one successfully tread this 

path and embrace these eight principles with ease. 

This study hence culminated in our realization of the 

reason for Ashoka being addressed as Ashoka the 

Great and the realization that the ultimate goal of any 

human should be to help build a harmonious society, 

which is possible only when one accommodates 

others, by being tolerant towards people of different 

diversities and tolerance is achievable when one 

possesses humility.  

INSPIRATION



It is this realization that served as a catalyst for our creative 

inspiration.  Today, Ashoka is mostly remembered for his act of 

planting trees, and his method of governance is only limited to 

the history books and the constitution. There has been no 

significant efforts to exhibit to the common man about how the 

greatness of this emperor resulted in the origin of refined 

governance.

Hence, through this dance ballet we intend highlighting the 

need of the hour which is Ashoka’s Dhammapada, meaning: 

Vision, Planning, Administration, Management and Execution 

of infrastructural, moral and social needs for an orderly society – 

of which Ashoka is a forgotten hero today.

Art and culture are inseparable aspects of human life. Art is the 

reflection of human culture and it lives through the ages tracing 

human developments. So, art is vital to human existence and 

through this it speaks the history of mankind. Believing that Art 

is for noble actions and the power it has to influence people in 

conveying even the strongest and pivotal message with ease, we 

attempt taking this message of Ashoka the Great through this 

presentation.

All that it takes to realize Ashoka’s Dhammapada is ATTITUDE 

which is not trainable. However, we promise to alter the minds of 

the people by altering the attitudes of the minds of the people 

through our Ashoka to achieve a world where every living being 

lives in happiness, contentment, peace, and perfection because 

attitude determines altitude.



Introduction

Ashoka’s soul descends down to take us back into the past and 

witness his journey of life.

Scene 1

This scene depicts the revelry in the city, on account of the 

coronation ceremony of Ashoka. The scene then traverses to 

the ‘gurukul’ days of Ashoka, where his juvenilities unveil his 

innocence, a quality that he too possessed like every other child. 

The scene concludes with Ashoka’s coronation as the new 

reigning King.

Scene 2 

This scene commences with the reconstruction of the conquest 

of Kalinga where the artists present various aspects such as war 

planning, war preparation and the war. The scene then proceeds 

to show the grief and the conflicting thoughts Ashoka 

experienced at the end of this gory massacre. The scene closes 

with Ashoka’s yogic dance of ecstasy on achieving enlightenment 

of the right path to be followed.

Scene 3

This scene aims at portraying how Ashoka explains the 

significance of humility to his minister. Ashoka’s minister 

VISUAL DISPLAY



expresses his displeasure on observing Ashoka bowing down to a 

monk in reverence. On learning about his minister’s displeasure 

Ashoka orders him to sell a head in the market to help him 

realize that a head is of no worth when it not on the person’s 

shoulder. Hence Ashoka explains, that the true essence of a 

person’s life is only when he possess humility and humility is 

attainable only when a person has his head on his shoulders and 

not when his head is held high with pride. It is the embracement 

of humility that helped Ashoka transform from ‘Ashoka the 

Fierce’ to ‘Ashoka the Righteous’ and with this transition came a 

period of growth in trade, widespread prosperity, and immense 

harmony in the kingdom.

Scene 4

This scene shows the dawn of a new system of governance, 

where the artists present the numerous deeds executed by 

Ashoka in order to preach and practice the righteous path of 

‘Dharma’.

Scene 5

 A tribute to the spirit of Ashoka, the Emperor whose life 

continues to be a source of inspiration to one and all – ‘A Life 

Inspired to Live’.



Archana Karry is an alumni from Rukmini Devi College of Fine 

Arts, Kalakshetra. Being a postgraduate in management from 

another institute of repute VJIM, she innovatively infuses 

concepts that draw relevance to current times for 

any traditional representation while keeping 

intact the fervor of classicism.  A motivational 

speaker, her meticulous approach towards any 

concept helps her present the content with 

simple and logical understanding to connoisseurs 

and audiences alike leaving them with a thought 

often to ponder on. Archana’s grace and extreme 

ease in expressing through body and abhinayam 

makes her audience connect with her and her art. 

Archana believes in teamwork and has been the 

most sought after principal dancer in dance 

productions by various dance groups in 

Hyderabad and in UK’s Annapurna Dance Company and Beeja 

and not only her performing skills are most sought but also her 

administrative skills coupled with management and 

presentation skills with customization being her forte as she is a 

perfect team player who works for the sake of team and Art and 

not self.

In the year 2004, Archana started her own dance training school 

in Hyderabad called MANJEERAM. At present she imparts life 

skills through dance approach and inspires students to learn the 

form for the sake of art identifying its influence 

on body – mind – soul of an individual. Archana’s 

expertise has been enlisted by several dance 

schools in India, South Africa and the United 

Kingdom where she has conducted both 

Bharatanatyam and Personality Development 

through dance classes at all levels of training. She 

is able to instruct students in varied aspects of 

Bharatanatyam including dance theory, 

mythology, analogy and abhinaya. 

An imaginative, risk-taking and innovative 

choreographer, Archana tries to go out of the box 

and this has been a trendsetter with her creative 

works and has been the reason to come out with unique and 

useful concepts such as personality Development or Leadership 

through dance which have received accolades from 

connoisseurs, management gurus, students and audiences alike. 

Her collaborations have always been highly acclaimed for its 

sensibility in the content and its treatment that would leave the 

audience wanting for more. 

ARTISTIC DIRECTOR



Renjith Babu is an artist from South India who exemplifies the 

best in dance, yoga, and martial arts. He creatively mixes 

elements from each discipline to push traditional boundaries 

and inspire immagination. Through his diligent 

study of dance, yoga, and martial arts, Renjith has 

d e v e l o p e d  a  s c i e n t i f i c  a n d  s p i r i t u a l 

understanding of the human body and its 

movements. He combines these traditions of yoga 

and martial arts with his modern artistic 

sensitivity to leave his audience inspired. The 

perfection and stylistic accessibility of his 

performances are extolled not just by critics and 

connoisseurs, but also by audiences uninitiated 

with the finer points of the dance form. 

Renjith has been featured as the principal dancer 

in acclaimed dance productions of senior gurus 

such as Prof. C.V. Chandrasekhar and “The Dhananjayans”. He 

also has to his credit, lead roles in productions of Smt. Malathi 

Iyengar (Rangoli Foundation, L.A., USA) and Cleveland 

Cultural Alliance (Ohio, USA). Renjith’s portrayal of the 

characters he has played in these performances have achieved 

legendary fame and are consistently used as a benchmark by 

other performers. 

Alumni of Kalakshetra Renjith in the year 2002 started his own 

dance training school in Chennai called DHWANI. At present 

he along with his dance and life partner, Vijna Vasudevan uses 

their multi-disciplinary approach to inspire 

students in identifying their mind-body 

connection. Renjith’s expertise has been enlisted 

by several dance schools in India, Australia and 

the United States where he has conducted both 

Bharatanatyam and Yoga classes at all levels of 

training. He is able to instruct students in varied 

aspects of Bharatanatyam including dance 

theory, mythology, rhythm construction and 

intonation. 

An imaginative and vivid choreographer, 

Renjith’s creative works have been received with 

accolades the world over among the Indian 

Dance Diaspora. His collaborations with leading artists have also 

resulted in the creation of some very widely appreciated 

productions. Renjith is representative of the small group of 

professional choreographers and dancers in the contemporary 

world of Indian artists, who has the ability to electrify an 

audience with sheer creativity and dazzling movements. 

CHOREOGRAPHER



USP

A historical presented in a full length dance ballet format for the 

first time that draws relevance to this date which is not only 

entertaining but enquiring which will make one leave feeling 

proud to be a human being for seeing its potential of 

contribution through the exemplifying life of Ashoka the Great.

Style of presentation

We believe in classicism that reinvents with time to reach the 

new age audiences. Bharatanatyam with Kalari, Folk, Yoga and 

free movement laced with theater elements like voiceovers, 

props and lighting are technical strengths of Ashoka and 

catering to contemporary content while maintaining the fervor 

of traditional technique is our core.

As one watches the troupe practice, one gets reminded of the 

Doordarshan serial Discovery of India which was presented by 

Roshan Seth way back in the 80’s. – The Hindu, March 30th 

2009

Narrating the tale of Ashoka and the Kalinga War through a 

dance ballet is not an easy task but the choreography by Archana 

Karry of Manjeeram academy along with the Renjith Babu from 

Chennai made it easy for a layman to understand the 

ballet…What further made the ballet an unusual treat was the 

background narration which was laced with vocals to support the 

performance…..The dance ballet touched upon many aspects of 

our lives…..The idea of bringing these references in the ballet 

was to remind people of their individual responsibilities towards, 

society, family and the planet. – The Hindu, April 10th 2009

Vested Interests 

You can book us for the ballet and also associate to arrange all / 

any of the below mentioned events:

- Workshops on Personality Development, Effective 

Communication, Confidence Building, Leadership Skills, 

Life Skills

- Workshops on Yoga for all and Yoga for Dancers

- Master Classes on Bharatanatyam and Abhinayam

- Lecture demonstrations for communities and schools 

including academic schools and universities

- Bharatanatyam and folk programs

Ensemble

Dancers  :  12 

Light Technician  :  1

NOVELTIES



BEHIND THE SCENES



Discovering Ashoka

Emperor Ashoka, the third king of the Maurya dynasty, is one of 

the greatest and most interesting rulers India has ever had. His 

reign approximately dates back to 273 – 236 BC. Ashoka was 

born to the Mauryan emperor Bindusara and Subhadrangi, 

daughter of a Brahmin from Campa.  It is said that when Ashoka 

was born, his mother was so happy that she said she was ‘without 

sorrow’, ‘Ashoka’ (in Sanskrit A = no / without, Soka = sorrow 

or worry), and that is how he was given his name.

It has been described that Ashoka had rough skin, and ugly 

features. It is because of such repulsive looks, that his father King 

Bindusara detested him. However, it is also said that there was 

none to beat Ashoka in his militaristic prowess. He has been 

depicted as a man of exemplary intellect, an impeccable warrior 

general and a shrewd statesman, which led him to command 

several regiments of the Mauryan Army. 

Accession to the throne

There are various accounts explaining Ashoka’s accession to the 

throne, however each differs in details of what exactly 

happened. It is believed that there was a struggle for the throne, 

as Ashoka was not the eldest son and therefore he did not 

automatically inherit the throne.  Yet, he is said to have had the 

support of his father’s ministers, which helped him rise to power. 

In another account, it is said that Ashoka had his brother killed, 

in order to seize the throne. In some Buddhist stories it is said that 

Ashoka had ninety-nine brothers killed in order to get the 

throne. 

Historians agree that the nugget of truth at the heart of all these 

stories is probably that there was a struggle for the throne. How 

and why Bindusara’s eldest son did not follow him to the throne, 

and whether he was killed by Ashoka or by some other 

conspirators is not clear.  All we may be certain of is that for four 

years there was some confusion and struggle at Pataliputra, and at 

the end of that period, Ashoka was crowned king.

Chandaashoka

Ashoka’s reign as an Emperor witnessed a series of wars and 

bloodshed. His desire for the expansion of his empire was so 

intense that he spearheaded all his efforts towards conquering 

kingdoms, resulting in the massacre of millions. Due to such 

devastating and fearsome acts of the Monarch, people named 

him Chandaashoka, ‘Ashoka the Fierce’

Conquest of Kalinga

The Kalinga war is regarded as one of the greatest wars in history. 

It is said that in the aftermath of the Battle of Kalinga the Daya 

River running next to the battle field turned red with the blood of 

the slain; about 100,000 Kalinga civilians and more than 10,000 

ASHOKA THE GREAT



of Ashoka's own warriors were among those slain.  This 

mammoth loss of life and suffering made Ashoka turn away from 

war. He subsequently became deeply influenced by Buddhism, 

which helped him the end the military expansion of the empire, 

and lead the empire through more than 40 years of relative 

peace, harmony and prosperity.

Conversion to Buddhism

Ashoka embraced Buddhism after renouncing war forever. In his 

zeal to propagate peace, he dispatched Buddhist emissaries to 

various countries like Burma, Nepal, Mesopotamia, Syria, 

China, Tibet, etc. Ashoka is said to have sent his son Mahindra 

and daughter Sanghamitra to Ceylon to spread Buddhism. The 

popularity of Buddhism under the Mauryas led to the 

establishment of many Buddhist centers at places like Andhra 

Pradesh, Maharashtra, Varanasi, Orissa, Mysore, etc. 

Ashoka’s policy of Dhamma, which encapsulated all the moral 

and social virtues for the common good, and his direct patronage 

were responsible for the widespread popularity of Buddhism. 

With the Mauryan Emperor embracing Buddhism, and with the 

cessation of all political conquests, Buddhism thrived well under 

his patronage. Though sources are scanty on the fate of 

Buddhism under the Mauryan rulers after Ashoka, the spread of 

Buddhism under this Mauryan Emperor is believed to have 

greatly influenced the religious history of South-east Asia. 

Edicts of Ashoka

The Edicts of Ashoka are a collection of inscriptions on the 

Pillars of Ashoka, as well as boulders and cave walls, made by the 

Emperor. These inscriptions fall into two categories. One group 

deals with his Dhamma and his exhortations to his people to lead 

an ethical and socially responsible existence. These are generally 

referred to as the Major Rock Edicts and are found scattered 

across his empire.

A second group of edicts are concerned with religious matters, 

with Ashoka’s own conversion to Buddhism, with his concern at 

the behaviour of the monks and nuns of the religious order or 

Sangha. These are generally referred to as the Pillar Edicts

Historians explain that the edicts may have been positioned in 

places which were well populated or on major trade routes and 

well traveled routes of pilgrimage. Some Pillar Edicts 

commemorate Ashoka’s own visits to places connected to the life 

of the Buddha, such as the Rummindei Pillar Edict which was 

found at Lumbini, the birthplace of Buddha, which seems to have 

been erected to mark Ashoka’s visit to the holy spot.



James Prinsep

James Prinsep was an Anglo-Indian scholar and antiquary. He 

came to India in 1820 at the age of 21, as Deputy Assay Master of 

the Mint at Benares. In 1830, when the Benares Mint was closed 

down, he was transferred to the Mint at Calcutta. Apart from 

architectural work (chiefly at Benares), Prinsep engaged himself 

in research in varied fields such as Greco-Bactrian and Early 

Oriental Antiquities, Sanskrit and Persian languages, Indian 

scriptures, Minerals, Archaeology, and so on.. He is most noted 

as a philologist for fully deciphering Brahmi, the script of ancient 

India.  He got his first clue for decipherment of Brahmi from 

Sanchi inscriptions most of which ending with the word danam 

(gift). With this clue and insight he was able to read Ashokan 

Edicts. 

For many years Princep worked in the wilderness of Sanchi 

copying the inscriptions and then every morning wishfully gazing 

at unknown alphabets which concealed the history of India's 

past. The decipherment was a great moment not only in his life 

but also in the life of the ancient world and Indian history.



• The Dharma preached by Ashoka is explained mainly in term of moral 

precepts, based on the doing of good deeds, respect for others, generosity 

and purity. Asoka aimed at creating an attitude of mind among his 

subjects in which social behavior was accorded the highest place. The 

ideology of ‘Dhamma’ (Dharma) can be viewed as a 

manifestation of the eight principles - Right View, 

Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action, Right 

Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, and 

Right Concentration.

• Ashoka instructed his officials that he was always 

available for matters of public importance regardless of 

where he was and what he was doing. Even when he is 

in the harem or in his garden or anywhere else, he was 

available for his officials as his most important priority 

was the welfare of his subjects.

• Ashoka started the practice of granting a three-day 

stay for those in prison who have been tried and 

sentenced to death. During this time their relatives 

could make appeals to save the prisoners' lives spared 

and if there was no one to appeal on their behalf, the prisoners had the 

option to give gifts in order to make merit for the next world, or observe 

fasts.

• Ashoka was perhaps the first emperor in human history to ban slavery, 

and advocated conservation measures for wildlife by banning animal-

hunting, fishing and deforestation.

• Ashoka encouraged the development of herbal medicine by importing 

and growing medicinal herbs, roots or fruits suitable for human or 

animals. 

• Ashoka had numerous banyan tress and mango groves planted so that it 

could provide shade to animals and men.

• To ensure a comfortable travel, Ashoka improved roadside facilities by 

getting wells dug and rest-houses built.

• Ashoka had many wives and children, but their 

names are lost to time. Mahindra and Sanghamitra 

were twins born to his fourth wife, Devi, in the city of 

Ujjain. He had entrusted to them the job of making 

his state religion, Buddhism, more popular across the 

known and the unknown world.

• The first Pillar of Ashoka was found in the 16 

century by Thomas Coryat in the ruins of ancient 

Delhi

• The 'Great Sanchi Stupa' was commissioned by 

the emperor in the third century BCE.

• The Ashoka Chakra is a depiction of the 

Dharmachakra, the Wheel of Dharma. The Ashoka 

Chakra has been widely inscribed on many relics of 

the Mauryan Emperor. The most visible use of the Ashoka Chakra today 

is at the centre of the National flag of India.  

• The Lion capital of Ashoka is a sculpture of four "Indian lions" standing 

back to back. The Ashoka Chakra can also been seen on the base of the 

Lion Capital of Ashoka. It was originally placed atop the Aśoka pillar at 

Sarnath, now in the state of Uttar Pradesh. The pillar, sometimes called 

the Aśoka Column is still in its original location, but the Lion Capital is 

now in the Sarnath Museum. This Lion Capital of Ashoka has been 

adopted as the National Emblem of India.  

FACTOIDS ABOUT ASHOKA



• Global warming has been one of the major concerns of scientists and 

environmentalists world over. Scientists mention that humans are 

influencing climate change with production of greenhouse gases for 

decades which could possibly lead to grave environmental hazards such 

as melting polar ice caps, catastrophic weather and threatened 

ecosystems. 

• About 20% of the world's population lacks 

access to safe drinking water and about 50% 

lacks adequate sanitation.  Asian rivers are 

the most polluted in the world. They have 

three times as many bacteria from human 

waste as the global average and 20 times more 

lead than rivers in industrialized countries.

• According to the World Health Organization 

(WHO), about 2 million premature deaths 

are caused each year due to air pollution in 

cities across the world.

• The projected substantial growth in the global 

economy between 2008 and 2050 implies an 

increase in energy needs. Unsustainable pressures on the environment 

and on natural resources are inevitable if energy demand remains 

closely coupled with economic growth and if fossil fuel demand is not 

reduced.

• Plastic bags thrown into the ocean kill as many as 1,000,000 sea 

creatures every year. Around 100m tonnes of plastic are produced each 

year of which about 10% ends up in the sea. 

• The Bishnois are one of the first organized proponents of eco-

conservation, wildlife protection, and green living. With their ideals 

steeped in basic 29 religious tenets, the Bishnois and Bishnoism are very 

relevant to our evolving world.

• The traditional methods of cooking using low heat in the villages with 

utensils made of mud and clay are not only environmentally friendly but 

also preserved vitamins and nutrition in the cooked food and also 

involved a lot of physical activity.

• In the 1970s, an organized resistance to 

the destruction of forests spread throughout 

India and came to be known as the Chipko 

movement. The name of the movement 

comes from the word 'embrace', as the 

villagers hugged the trees, and prevented the 

contractors' from felling them.

• The tribal heartland of Jharkhand in 

eastern India has evolved a unique tradition 

of forest conservation -- tying rakhis to trees. 

Jharkhand’s indigenous people harbour such 

strong feelings towards the forests and trees 

that villagers tie the same auspicious rakhi 

thread around the trunks of trees the eve of the state’s foundation day. 

The ritual, called Taru Bandhan or Vriksh Raksha Bandhan, is aimed at 

preserving trees from the axe and the saw. In return, the forest offers 

people a sustainable way of life

• The first institution to employ the solar steam cooking system was the 

Brahma Kumari World Renewable Spiritual Trust at Mount Abu, where 

food was cooked for 1,000 persons a day. Two years later, by 1999, the 

system's capacity was increased to cater to 10,000 people, making it the 

largest solar steam cooking system in the world.

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTS



Music :  P.  Taraka Rama Rao

Lyrics :  Rahul Reddy

Sound Mixing :  P.  Nagesh

Costumes :  C. A. Joy (Chennai)

Costume Coordination :  Vijna

Light :  K. Venkatesh Krishnan (Venky)

Brochure Compilation :  Sandhya Thakre

Music Ensemble

Director and Keyboard :  P.  Taraka Rama Rao

Main Singer :  Nanda Kumar (Bengaluru)

Chorus :  Manasa and Roopa

Mridangam, Kanjira and Morsing :  Srikanth

Tabla and Dholak :  Mohan

Violin :  Thyagaraju

Flute :  Srinivas

Veena :  Phani Narayana

Pads :  Naveen
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