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In 1968, while studying at Berkley in
California, she began working with an experi-
mental street theatre company. The compa-
ny used dance, music, poetry, and was very
concerned with the spirit. At this time, a
friend told her of a woman who was giving
classes in a style of South Indian dance
called Bharata Natyam. This is a classic
South Indian dance form and Kamala,
intrigued, took a few classes. The teacher,
an American, was a student of the master
a(tist of this discipline, T. Balasaraswati, who
was based in India.

Seeing the dance performed for the first
time, Kamala recalls “here was this woman,
not even Indian, and she was completely
transformed. She was beautiful. While | was
watching this person dance | was experienc-
ing something intensely deep - it was very
emotionally involving...| didn't understand
the language, or even really the story, but
the experience was so intense. It made me
cry, it was so beautiful”. Kamala smiles, remem-
bering, and says “| wanted to be that!”.

She wrote a letter to the Master, Balasaraswati,
and thus began a twelve year apprenticeship
under the tutelage of the Master. Studying both in
the United States and in India, Kamala, was
encouraged by Balasaraswati to perform as well
as teach. “She said to me, ‘some people will do
this.as a hobby, but for you it’s a profession...|
really didn't know that this would be my life”".

Since becoming a Master of Bharata Natyam her-
self, Kamala has performed all over the United

-States, in Asia and in Europe. After the Master's

death in the early 1980’s, Kamala knew she had
to carry on the tradition. In 1984 she founded
the Balasaraswati Institute of Indian Music and
Dance, and in 1988, Lotus Fine Arts Productlons._

With her work at Lotus, she is an ambassador of ~
ethnic and indigenous dance. She presents pro-
grams in NYC schools, does outreach to the vari-
ous communities in the area, and offers dancers
and teachers a place to practice their art, Lotus
has collaborated with such groups as The Dance
Theater of Harlem, Danza Espana, the Chinese

The World Music
Institute and the
Mohawk Singers a

Dancers. '
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Folk Dance Company, . -

Through support from the Lila Wallace Readers
Digest Arts Partners Program, Kamala organized
an ongoing performance, workshop, and lecture
series featuring Tom Porter, the chief spiritual
leader of the Mohawk community at
Kanatsiohareke, and the Mohawk Singers and
Dancers. This series had been presented at
Lotus, as well as Kanatsiohareke, the American

Indian Community House, National Museum of the

American Indian, Brooklyn Museum of the Arts,
the New School University, and Manahata
Indian Arts Council. The series explores the
history and traditions of the Mohawks, as |
well as of the Haudenosaunee. The
Mohawk Singers and

Dancers provide songs, dances, and stories,
and audience participation is encouraged.

Part of Tom Porter’s vision, in presenting this
work, is to bring Indian culture to many of the
urban Indians who may have lost their con-
nection to that culture. For Kamala, working
with Tom has opened up a window into her
Mohawk culture, one that she has climbed
right through. She is beginning her third year
of Mohawk language immersion classes at
Kanatsiohareke, and has become close with

‘

the community there. = “

To Kamala, dance and language are integral
parts of one's culture. When in India, she
began to understand the art of her dance by
trying to learn the language (Tamil) of the
dance. On learning to speak Mohawk, Kamala
says “lt's really the way to understand the
culture. That's how | feel. When you speak
the language you speak the culture. This
makes me really understand what it means to
be Mohawk”.

Kamala Cesar is a woman of incredible integrity

and artistry. From my limited knowledge

of Bharata Natyam, I do know it takes strength,
grace, and an innate sense of beau-

. ty to maste this art. Kamala

- possess all of these traits.

efore | left Lotus, Kamela sat .

:ne ‘down and showed me

the 28 single hand ges-

-tures that are part of

Bharata Natyam. She:




