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An Invitation 
 
As individuals, our layered web of duties — to the self, to family, to communities, 
to society, to the planet — presents conundrums throughout our lives. 
Occasionally, some among us are forced to make decisions that are world-
changing, ones not easily made and rarely obvious. Such decisions require careful 
consideration and fortitude, for they are often perilous and come at great cost to 
the self or others. Because of the potential for sacrifice at such moments, people 
throughout history have needed music, stories, lore, and faith to contemplate how 
one goes about taking a stand for what is just and right. There is a timelessness 
and universality to answers to humanity’s greatest questions; no matter how far in 
the past or across the globe they may have occurred, there is always more to learn 
from moral and ethical dilemmas such as these.  
 
At its essence, Heroes Take Their Stands is about the experience of being 
fearlessly human: having independent opinions, making ethical decisions, and 
showing courage and integrity when one’s loyalty to an immemorial institution is 
challenged. Tonight’s performance is made up of a suite of five figures across time 
and around the world derived from mythology, folklore, history, religion, drama, 
epic, and oratory. We have interpreted these five singular moments of heroic 
insight and response in a performance for the present day. Each musical 
composition has a different form of artistic counterpoint to amplify the experience 
we want you, our audience, to share. As Silkroad has distilled the spirit of these 
five heroic stands into this performance, we invite you to immerse yourselves in 
these timeless stories and continue the conversation about their meaning and 
relevance for today’s world. 
 
Jeffrey Beecher, Nicholas Cords, & Shane Shanahan 
Co-Artistic Directors, Silkroad 
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A Note from Ahmad Sadri 
 
Human societies have used folklore and tradition as means of sharing, reinforcing, 
and perpetuating values, and conveying deeply held moral and ethical norms. The 
protagonists we encounter in the suite of five performances which comprise 
Heroes Take Their Stands were not born heroes. None of them are superior to 
humankind, nor are they deities or superheroes. They are normal individuals who 
choose to act or react in ways that spare others’ lives or right profound injustices 
— and their acts offer enduring inspiration for us all. The decisions they make at 
these crucial moments in their lives — to do the right thing, to do the just thing, 
regardless of the personal consequences — is what makes them heroes. Their 
examples demonstrate that each of us is born with a capacity for heroism — and 
that it is up to each of us to choose to act, to take our stand. 
 
I have always felt that the sublime essence and grandeur of the heroic gesture 
cannot be truly captured in words alone. This was my inspiration for bringing 
these stories to Silkroad. 
 
 
Ahmad Sadri 
Creator, Heroes Take Their Stands 
April 2019 
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Heroes Take Their Stands 
 
Each of the five pieces in Heroes Take Their Stands was developed as part of a 
‘conversation’: between director and composer; composer and artistic 
collaborator; musicians and audience; time and place; an historic past and today’s 
society; physical text and contemporary media; the present setting and the wider 
world outside of it; and between you as an individual and your life experiences to 
come.  
 
Though they share a common theme — as well as occasional impressions and 
motifs —  each piece in Heroes Take Their Stands was created separately, and is 
capable of standing alone as a human interpretation and response (in a long line 
of interpretations and responses) to a timeless question: How would you act, in 
your individual circumstances, in such a situation? 
 
As each composition has been fully liberated from its original, written text, none of 
the five pieces is meant to be a ‘definitive’ retelling of the story or even of the 
events to which they pertain. Rather, Heroes Take Their Stands is a means for 
bringing this enduring theme alive in the current day: of connecting performers 
and audiences to epochs and cultures that may lie outside their own, yet 
timelessly share the same philosophical, moral, and emotional engagement with 
the vicissitudes of the human condition. 
 
Elektra 
Among the best-known of the Greek tragedies, the story of ‘Elektra’ is in fact told 
in many different ways. In Sophocles’ version, she is consumed with the idea of 
murdering her own mother because of profound loyalty to her unjustly murdered 
father: the injustice of his death at the hand of her mother’s new lover fuels 
Elektra’s quest for justice even when she suspects her own brother — prophesied 
to complete the deed — is dead. Sophocles has us pay intimate attention to 
Elektra’s attempts to process, understand, and explain her own emotions and 
convictions to herself as well as to the others she strives to convince of her plan’s 
fairness: her battle is not one fought with horses and artillery, but inside herself. In 
the end, she achieves the justice she has long sought, though the outcome is both 
blood-soaked and bittersweet. Composer Pauchi Sasaki and visual artists Nomi 
Sasaki and Juan Carlos Yanaura bring us into Elektra’s subjectivity and interior 
conflict — one deeply resonant with today’s struggles with social media, 
truthfulness, and independent thought — using a combination of tabla, uchiwa 
daiko, and augmented reality, among other elements. 
 
June Snow  
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Written in the Yuan dynasty by Guan Hanqing, and also known as ‘The Injustice to 
Dou E’ and ‘Snow in Midsummer,’ this classic subject of Chinese opera is the tale 
of a widowed child-bride and her mother-in-law. After being bullied by a physician 
seeking to take advantage of their social vulnerability, the two women are ‘saved’ 
by a hooligan named Zhang — who then moves into their home uninvited and tries 
to force Dou E to marry him. When she refuses, Zhang attempts to murder Dou 
E’s mother-in-law — but inadvertently kills his own father, and then frames the 
older woman. Dou E faces a choice and stands by her mother-in-law and her bond 
with her dead husband’s family. Before their execution, she announces that snow 
will come in the midst of summer to mark the injustice and prove their innocence. 
Drawing on inspiration from Beijing Opera and Kabuki theater, composer Kaoru 
Watanabe and creative director Wu Man co-conceived this piece that balances an 
ancient and modern interpretation of Duo E’s epic through music and calligraphic 
imagery. 
 
Arjuna’s Revelation 
The Bhagavad Gita is a part of the Hindu epic Mahabharata — the story of the rift 
between two Indian families that puts five brothers at war with a hundred of their 
own cousins. The Gita is a philosophical poem in the form of a dialogue between 
Arjuna — a warrior-ruler by caste and a mighty archer by training, who sees his 
family across the battlefield — and the Hindu deity Krishna. Arjuna faces a 
paralyzing moral crisis: is winning the kingdom worth spilling the blood of his own 
kin, even though their own selfishness and discord foments the war? Gradually 
unfolding the concept of dharma — the moral order that sustains the cosmos, 
society, and individuals — Krishna reveals to Arjuna why he must go into battle: 
because he is using loyalty as an excuse for inaction; because selfhood is an 
illusion if we are all part of a ‘oneness;’ because as a warrior-ruler, it is his 
righteous duty; and, because one must heroically confront death in order to 
transcend the limits of worldly existence. Composer Colin Jacobsen and 
choreographer Aparna Ramaswamy create six dialogues between music and 
dance to explore Arjuna’s divine awakening. 
 
Moderato 400 
During the Great Migration, millions of African Americans left the South, begging 
the question for those who stayed in places like Montgomery, Alabama, of how to 
secure the most basic rights such as walking down the street, riding on public 
transportation, being a part of a community. A visitor, in the form of the Reverend 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,  comes to address a crowd gathered in the safe space 
of an African American church: to let them know they’re heard, to voice his 
concern, to signal change that can be brought about, and to confront “the 
oppressive state,” in King’s words, that terrorize and surround them everywhere 
outside that building. King’s attempt to motivate and unleash action from a 
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terrified populace causes an eruption of emotion — emotion related to fear, 
anguish, recognition, and hope for change. Composer Jason Moran uses sheng, 
piano, and taiko in a call-and-response relationship to capture the hymn, rhythm, 
and drama of King’s address and the crowd’s experience of it, while videographer 
Lucy Raven interprets the pressure and terror surrounding the actual church. This 
piece is titled Moderato 400, adds Moran, “because somehow we flatten the terror 
of the South with images of rabid citizens when it is the moderate who have 
oppressed African Americans for 400 years — casually, with a moderate foot on 
the necks of generations.” 
 
The Prince of Sorrows 
This tale from Ferdowsi’s ‘Book of Kings’ — the national epic of Persia — presents 
a conflict between humanitarian and familial duty. Siavosh has been 
propositioned by his stepmother, the queen, and in her rage at his refusal, she 
accuses him of rape. He chooses to ride his steed through fire to prove his 
innocence. Emerging unscathed, he volunteers to lead his father’s armies in war, 
and wins. The king later demands that his son kill the hostages handed over by 
the defeated as a guarantee of peace. Siavosh refuses and chooses to go into exile 
in Turan, where he is invited to join the royal family, and then betrayed and 
beheaded in an earth-rending conclusion. Composer Kayhan Kalhor and 
filmmaker and visual artist Hamid Rahmanian interpret the inner conflict and 
ultimate heroism of Siavosh’s decisions with layers of both live and pre-recorded 
music as well as animated calligraphy and illustration. 
 
  
Continuing the Conversation 
 
As artists, we rely on the curiosity and empathy of audiences in order to practice 
our craft, convey meaning, and gather ourselves on a collective journey. That 
curiosity, however, does not end on the final note of an evening’s performance. 
You may find you want to understand or pursue the ideas explored in Heroes Take 
Their Stands further — and we invite you to continue doing so, first and foremost, 
as a social act — at your dinner tables, and in your communities and workplaces. 
Additional resources and information can be found at silkroad.org/heroes. 
 


