Did you read the book EAT PRAY LOVE, by Elizabeth Gilbert? I did, and enjoyed it very much - I even read parts of it out-loud to my family and friends who were nearby when a passage struck me and I just had to share.

As I was reading the book, I recall contemplating whether a movie might be made of it...but, I must say, I never dreamed that I might have the opportunity to be IN that movie!  But somehow, that is exactly what happened! On Tuesday August 4th, 2009 I got to be in a scene with Julia Roberts (she plays Elizabeth Gilbert) and James Franco, (who plays David, her boyfriend) as a member of a kirtan (chanting) band!  Okay, okay, I will back up...

What follows is the description of the grace-filled events that wound me up in  NYC, on the set of EAT PRAY LOVE! (The movie opened in theatres August 13)  It is a story of accepting my soul's invitation, facing my fear, and "going for it" - without attachment to outcome. Read on!

I was visiting my son, Elijah Tucker (his new cd will be available in September at www.generousmusic.com) in Brooklyn, when his friend Zach, alerted me to the opportunity.  We were driving Zach home after one of their gigs.  Zach mentioned that he noticed on Craig's List (of all places) that someone was looking for a kirtan band to be in a scene in a Julia Roberts movie and he asked if I wanted him to forward it to me.  Elijah and I laughed and looked at each other.  We shrugged and said, "Sure! Why not!"  Of course in that moment I didn't really think it would happen but I confess, I did feel a bit of magic in the air.  As I thought about it, inwardly I felt a distinct quickening - a joyful, bubbling up.  At the same time, my mind began telling me how unlikely it was that I would get this part - I mean (it said) really Clair, we are in New York City (quite a kirtan Mecca). Surely someone local had responded and gotten the gig already.  Or, surely they would pick someone more experienced or more talented or more famous or more beautiful", blah blah blah - ...you get the idea!

Still, through it all, I was aware of an inner urging, a quiet, persistent nudge, a whisper that said, "Go for it Clair, this is an opportunity and anything can happen".

That was Monday night July 27th.  On Tuesday, I returned home just in time to check email and run off to a meditation class. The Craig's List ad was in my inbox. I laughed to myself as I responded as quickly as I could, collecting a few photos and answers to other inquiries from the ad.  I sent it off and ran out the door to class.

We had a wonderful class as always, and at the end, I shared with my classmates, the fun adventure that was happening and though my mind kept scoffing at me for even considering it as a "real" possibility, I couldn't shake the sensation that magic was afoot! I truly didn't think it would happen but I still recognized that something was going on here, there was an opportunity and I was not about to let my mind convince me to forget about it, no matter how unlikely - it just felt fun, and if it feels fun, that is a good indication that I want to move forward! My buddies in meditation class said they had a good feeling about it too and we agreed I would keep them posted, smiling as we laughed and said our goodbyes!

A little while after I returned home, I received a call from  "Dave" at Central Casting in New York, who greeted me with enthusiasm, explaining that they had had a hard time finding a kirtan band and were thrilled that I had responded to the ad.  He explained that it was for the movie adaptation of the best seller Eat Pray Love.  My heart jumped  - I loved that book!  Again, my mind said, " Are you kidding me?? - Your casting company is in NYC and are having trouble finding a kirtan band to be in this movie"! This just had to be a special gift that I was being given and I felt a joyous surge of presence and love! Dave explained that they were looking for a kirtan band but that we probably wouldn't even play any music!?  A little strange, but hey, it still sounded like fun to me!

The next few days were very surreal.  Dave and I spoke numerous times on the phone.  He had various requests from the director (Ryan Murphy), one of which was for some film footage of our band leading a kirtan.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have any - even after 10 years of leading kirtans.  I asked him if he thought that would be a problem.  He sort of hedged but said that he hoped not. 

I didn't hear from Dave for a few days.  My husband and I were traveling to Ithaca NY that Thursday.  I began thinking that it might not occur, and noted some feelings of disappointment.  I recognized that my attachment to the idea had blossomed and this was a good opportunity to see that and to keep it in check.  I pondered the situation and sat with my feelings, imagining the various possible scenarios. After sitting with it, I felt grateful for how fun it had been already, how special it had felt and realized that if it didn't happen, I 'd still feel joyful over what had already transpired.  It just made me laugh whenever I thought about it! It was my own little cosmic thrill!  I was filled with wonder at the adventure and possibility life can offer and gratitude that I was aware of this one!

While Rob and I were in Ithaca, the numerous emails, phone calls and texts continued as I rounded up the group who would comprise the band.  At one point, Dave informed me that they had decided to shoot the scene on Tuesday the 4th instead of Wednesday the 5th and that made for a new rash emails/texts/phone calls to see if everyone was still able to make it!  One person had to drop out but my soon to be daughter in law, Elijah's fiancee, quickly filled in and we were then just waiting to hear from Dave about whether it was definite or not.  Two kirtan buddies of mine (Ned Leavitt and Lynn Margileth) who live in NY joined our troupe since we were not going to actually play music, and therefore the fact that we had never actually rehearsed together didn't matter. Dave had requested 6 musicians who know what kirtan is, and do the practice and who could "look" the part. I was told that the director wanted to introduce this practice to a larger audience in an authentic and respectful way. We also invited Zach, who had originally the found the Craig's List ad, and who like Elijah, is a fabulous drummer.  In the end, it worked out that I was the only one from Philadelphia.  (Note: several members of my local band have small children thus the short notice and travel would have been difficult for them)

About 4 PM on Sunday afternoon, as we drove back from Ithaca, I got the call. Dave informed me that the director had had a personal matter that took him back to LA over the weekend and that he had finally returned and sent word that he loved the look of the band and was thrilled that we could do it! He explained that they wanted us to bring a sitar (they didn't realize that the sitar is a classical Indian instrument and rarely played in kirtan!)  My wonderful friend Rama Bala, (fantastic guitar player in my band) graciously offered to let me borrow his, even though he couldn't come, and I offered to bring my harmonium, a set of tablas that Elijah had purchased when we were in India.  Ned and Lynn had several other traditional instruments that they offered to bring as well.  Dave was so grateful.  He kept saying "Perfect! Perfect!"  The adventure would continue after all! 

Dave had explained that each band member would be paid at the "extra" rate, meaning a whopping $150 for the first 8-hour and then time and ½ after that. Of course we weren't doing it for the money and all of us agreed that was fine.  He said we could expect to be there anywhere from 8 - 12 hours.

Monday, early afternoon, I arrived at my meditation class again and very briefly described the events of the last few days and that I WAS going to NYC later that afternoon to do the movie!  We were to arrive on set at 7AM the following morning.  We had a great class, and I headed up to NY around 4 PM.

I was used to the increase in communication via my new iPhone (it really served me well that week!), so I wasn't surprised when I got a call from Dave.  As I drove (don't worry, I had a head set!) he explained that the director was wondering if we could actually play some music!  "Uh well "... (noting stomach lurching!)

Of course he didn't realize I was coming without the musicians I usually play with - and I wasn't about to tell him!  In a split second, I made a decision to just say, "YES" to everything - whatever came my way I just decided to say YES!  I said "Sure Dave, no problem!"  I knew that the musicians I had invited were fabulous and that we would pull it off. But I have to admit; I began to wonder what I was in for!  He wanted me to check with each band member and to confirm and let him know. So guess what: more phone calls/emails and texts (stopped at the side of the road) ensued.

By this time I was in NY, headed up to Ned and Lynn's loft where we would all spend the night (thanks N and L!).  I made the necessary communications and phoned Dave back to let him know we had all agreed to perform, and to talk to him about what we would play.  He explained that any music we played would be owned by SONY Pictures and asked if we might be able to make something up (noting inner gasp!), something we wouldn't be too attached to since Sony would own it after we played it!? My mind was having a field day with this - the whole operation was growing crazier all the time!  I mean, we had never rehearsed as a band together, we can't play something I had written, or anyone else had, because Sony would then own the rights! Not to mention, it was now 8 pm and we had to be there and ready to shoot the scene at 7 the following morning!  "OK, breathe"...

After several more phone calls from Dave, we determined that he would have one of the producers stop by the loft and drop off a CD with a chant that was part of the public domain (eliminating any issue of ownership) so we could hear it and LEARN IT!  7 AM Tuesday seemed awfully close at this point.  At 10:30 PM, the producer arrived with the CD and a boom box.  She began telling us what we could expect the next day and told us some of the behind the scenes information about what had been going on so far with the filming.  She was very friendly and she stayed and visited with us for a while. She left about 10 minutes before Ned and Lynn arrived home from a gig they had up-state.  Ok, time to learn the chant!! YIKES!

We were familiar with the words of the chant and the tune was not too challenging. We came up with an arrangement we were happy with and we went to bed with Govinda Jaya Jaya, Gopala Jaya Jaya in our hearts and minds. Govinda is another name for Krishna, who has a very playful, even "trickster" nature - so that seemed appropriate!

Well, not surprisingly - I didn't sleep much and I would have to say the fear set in as soon as we all dispersed and headed for bed.  Still, I found the chant playing inside me over and over and saw and felt my hands on the keys of the harmonium the whole night!  Dave had told me that they probably wouldn't use what we played in the actual film but I still wanted to play well and due to the lack of rehearsal time, rehearsing in my mind was the only option I had. Simultaneously, my mind, now shouting at me said things like..."What do you think you are doing?!! What have you gotten yourself into!?"  and  "You are going to make a mega fool of yourself!"  Yeah, it was that bad!  Each time a thought like that occurred and fear gripped me, I took a deep ujjayi  (yogic)breath and let it out slowly - staying as present as I possibly could with my SOUL SELF and being present with the very palpable fear I was experiencing! 

I was up before the 5:30 alarm went off - took my shower, and began greeting my bleary-eyed friends, one by one as we each took our turn in the bathroom, getting ready to go.  We arrived to get checked in with "wardrobe, hair and makeup" which all sounded quite glamorous...NOT!! We entered a large room with, 100 + hot, sleepy looking people, milling about (no air conditioning - on that steamy, lower Manhattan morning).  We piled our instruments, including the sitar that my friend let me borrow in a corner. The room had a few long tables and many chairs, plenty of drywall dust and was clearly under construction.  Not a glamorous dressing room in sight  -  "wardrobe" was a friendly fellow who came over and asked us to show him the clothing selections we had been instructed to bring - and he chose the best options for each of us to wear.  "Hair and Makeup" consisted of two chairs and two mirrors on the far wall, with 2 slightly annoyed looking people waiting to "fix us up"!  My hair was "big" that day from all the humidity and those of you who know me, know that my hair can be VERY big!  I had worn it down and the woman took one look at me, dove for the hair gel, and proceeded to create one very tight braid down my back. It was much cooler that way  - hallelujah!  They didn't actually want us to wear makeup so we were ready to go!

Next, we filled out paper work - each of the over 100 extra's was assigned a number and I was # 1 (I noted my ego's delight with a chuckle). The rest of the band followed and we were then whisked away in a van with all of our instruments, to the set - or rather, to a room next door to the set, another "holding" area - also, sans air conditioning!  Between the lack of sleep, my hot flashes and the heat of the room - I was feeling pretty spent for the day and it was only 8 AM!  My mind continued to carry on throwing it's best punches, I suppose hoping I would feign illness and get my ___ out of there! Through it all however, I felt I was responding to an inner call and despite my discomfort, I knew I was in for the duration.  Finally, around 10 AM, the band was called to the set.  We began setting up instruments and I quickly noted the lack of any sound system or speakers of any kind. The room was large and very beautifully lit, with a big altar at the front of the room.  The crew was asking me how we usually set up and I soon realized that they really had no idea what a kirtan was like.  When I asked about amplification, they said - "Oh! Are you usually amplified?" Within 30 seconds of my affirmative response, 6 tech people were setting up FAKE microphones in front of each band member!

The butterflies in my stomach were as large as my hair before braiding and my mind continued to no avail, looking to see if there was anyway out of this thing! I surrendered to the fact that it was what it was, and renewed my commitment to YES!

It was time to play - I took a deep breath, put my hands on the harmonium and the crew instructed us to "Go".  From the moment we began to play, all nervousness evaporated and I felt the calm knowing of soul firmly planted in my drivers seat.  My band mates and I beamed at each other, conveying our glad hearts to one another.  For the rest of the shoot - through trial and error and a few takes, (the response group couldn't hear us!) we worked to get the scene the producer wanted. We kept making suggestions to the crew explaining that it wasn't working because the response group couldn't hear us, - we had to figure out a way to do this without amplification! Finally, a crew member grabbed my hand and pulled me up to address the group of responders - a few of them asked me why we didn't turn up our microphones, and I explained that the ones they saw in front of us were not real! - We devised a way for them to hear us by having the entire band sing the call as loud as we could - and I clarified the "form" of the chant to the group of responders - 2 parts, singing each part twice before moving back to the first part. It worked - finally we were able to actually chant for a while.  The cameras swept across the response group and on us as the enthusiasm from the chanting grew. Even the crew was tapping their feet and clearly enjoying it!

And yes, from the very first take, Julia Roberts and James Franco were in the scene - playing two of the responders in the large group.  During one of the breaks, someone brought one of Julia's son's out to her.  She just lit up as she cuddled him in her arms. She got up from her cushion and carried him right over to us (yes, in fact she is stunningly beautiful!) She couldn't have been more friendly as she told us what a great job we were doing and how much she enjoyed the music.  She was disappointed her son hadn't heard the music and I quickly offered him a private concert.  We began playing as she swayed and beamed in front of us with her son.  We invited her little one to play the drum and they both came and visited with us on the stage for a bit. She was so accessible, kind and warm, which was really lovely for us.  I told her that I could tell she was a proud mama and introduced her to Elijah, as my first born - she smiled that big beautiful smile of hers exclaiming, "how wonderful it must be to play with your son!"  Elijah and I offered "her son" our CDs and they graciously accepted them.  It was so much fun!  

Later, after the final take, the director came over and thanked us heartily.  He said that he wanted to introduce the kirtan experience to the wider world in a positive  and joyous way, and he couldn't have been more pleased with our part in it.  He said we had given them just what they wanted and was very grateful.  We assured him it was our pleasure!!

That afternoon as I made my way back home, Dave called to say that he had been able to sneak over during our scene and he heard nothing but praise about us from everyone, crew to director. They really enjoyed the music and all of our help to make the scene work.  They had told him that this was a pivotal part of the movie and that we would definitely be in the film.   Cool!  Of course I know next to nothing about making movies, but I would imagine at day three of shooting, it would be hard to know what will end up being cut and what will stay in the final version of the film.  No matter, we felt we had helped to set a tone for the rest of the film.  A shot of consciousness couldn't hurt that process and we were happy to deliver!

Oh yes, and as an extra bonus, since we had in fact performed, and they had in fact recorded us, we were paid at the "daily" rate as actors instead of extras which was substantially more than our originally quoted pay rate!

Thanks to my co-workers who urged me to write this up.  It was surely one of the more interesting opportunities I have had to listen to my inner wisdom and not let my mind dissuade me.  What a joyous event, filled with new experiences and lots of fun!  Consider whether you say YES to things that really inspire you, or do you let your mind talk you into giving up before you actually try? I encourage you to "Go For It!!" and see what adventures follow.  -Clair

Addendum: August 13, 2010

The movie opened and 12 of my friends and my husband and I, gathered to see it at 4 PM on the 13th.  Our scene WAS in the movie, (brief as it was, (our names in the credits were on the screen longer than our faces!) Beautifully filmed – with important meaning and messages for our time. I felt proud and grateful to be associated with a movie that will inspire folks to question their status quo, listen inside, and follow their hearts when they’ve lost their sense of who they are at a deeper level.

Clair Oaks is a Swarthmore, PA resident, musician, Lead Svaroopa yoga instructor, founder of Soul Source Yoga, co-founder of SOUL SOURCE Center for Conscious Living, mother of two fantastic sons, wife of one wonderful man.  Clair has had a passion for playing music and singing, since she was a child.  Only in the last 10 years however, has she enjoyed the fun of writing and performing her own music. Since 2000, Clair has had the great pleasure of performing with a wonderful group of musicians, creating musical meditation experiences for audiences in venues up and down the east coast.  More information at www.clairoaks.com . 

Her music is available at her website and at Swarthmore Co-op, Swarthmore PA

Clair’s band will offer an EAT PRAY LOVE party including a vegetarian Potluck, followed by a kirtan concert at SOUL SOURCE Center for Conscious Living, September 11th at 6 PM suggested donation $12  located at 5561 Pennell Road, Media PA 19063 610-361-8686 for info.
