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What was it about photography and film that drew your attention,
and how did you get involved in both? Photography is a very in-
the-moment thing, while writing is very different because you have to revisit,
revise and reflect. So, at various times in my life | ke doing one or the other,

or both. Both allow me to enjoy the flexibility of life... My father was an amateur
photographer and photography was something | just grew up with. | never did

a formal course in photography, but while | was at Harvard, | did do the more
independent courses on the subject. Film was another medium | was completely
intrigued by, so | also attended some courses in filmmaking, which concentrated
on film criticism and theory. After graduating from Honvard | enrolied in NYU and
studied cinema more seriously. but my course made me realfise that | wasnt cut
out for the world of filmmaking. | was more comfortable being on my own with
my camera rather than commanding troops, and | went into stil photography.

So, when did you first realise you were a writer and how did
screenplay writing happen? | think | was in the fourth standard when |
wrote my first story; & was from the viewpoint of the lone survivor of a nuckear
holocaust, but that fact wasnt known until a sudden twist right in the end! Mira
Nair was with me in Harvard and we had always wanted to work together, so |
landed up writing my first script, Soloam Bombay! | had not studied script writing

and | am glad | didnt because everything | have read about writing a script is
ekher too confusing or too formulated. My approach to screenwriting was more
indirect, through literature and watching films. And when my first attempt at
screenplay writing was a big success | found that | had a new career.

Your association with Mira Nair goes back a long way. What has this
relationship meant to you? Mira continues to inspire me, even after thirty
long years of knowing each other. She is one of the most amazing people

| have ever seen. Working with her Is different because we are such close
friends. While writing | keep sending her papers, which | dont do for anybody
else. With other people | discuss, write, give them a draft, they comment and
then | rewrite. | have grown with every film of mine. | think growth, however, is 3
question of age.

After 20 years as a scriptwriter what made you take the director’s
seat? Earlier | didnt have the confidence or the personality to direct. Also, |
never really wanted to; | guess | was happy as a writer and photographer. But,
direction hasnt been a conscious career move, For the last two decades | have
written on a wide variety of subjects, from street kids to people suffering from
HIVZAIDS, to the Afro-Americans of Mississippi and brothels of Nevada. With




Little Zizou | return to my backyard. | wanted to talk about a giobal phenomenon
that were witnessing around the world — the tussle between the forces of
fundamentalism or people who use fake religiosity for their own ends versus
truly spiritual people who are not wearing their religion on their sleeves. But |
didnt want to make a preachy film, or an overtly intense one either; so my take
is light-hearted and softly mocks fundamentalism. While writing the script, |
was daing It like a director, because | had certain actors and locations in mind.
| knew exactly where | wanted it to go with it. & was my first baby in the sense
that it was the first script | wrote for myself, so it was hard for me to give it to
anyone eise.

Little Zizou is an extremely different film in terms of treatment.
What kind of an audience and reception did you have in mind while
making this film? Al one hopes for when making a film, is for large amounts
of people to watch k and enjoy it. k is not a conventional story. k goes from one
feeling to another, it’s funny but also sad in parts, and has a very vast canvas

of characters as well The audiences in India have changed a lot, and so far the
youngsters seem to get it, and like it a lot. Today's generation Is used to this
kind of narrative because they're used to multi tasking; youre on the phane,
listening to music and checking facebook at the same time. They are used to
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the kind of life where they are not just following one thing. But what was really
amazing was the reaction of people in Rome — they werent indian: but they
were laughing and picking up on the subtext and subtieties conveyed in the
film. You feel like you have communicated well | have always believed that one
has to be local, in order to be giobal

As a screenplay writer which film is closest to your heart and which

You are the freshest for your first and you dont know what the limits are, so
you just plunge in. The magic created with the first of anything can never b
replicated. Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar has been the most challenging film for me.
For one, the project took nine years! Also his followers are so devoted and love
him so unconditionally and in such an educated way that they know everything
that is there to know about him, So, the research had to be very concrete. He
was such an amazing marg it was tough to cover all that ground in the space
of a screenplay.

Where do you place yourself in the contemporary Indian film
industry? Totally on the margins. | have always been at the margins and |
am happy to be there!_




