Mira Nair 

Salaam, Bombay! 
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The influence of Mira Nair's sociology background is easy to perceive in this film. Her first narrative film details the lives of the unfortunate children who live in the streets of Bombay. The main character Krishna/Chaipau spends his time as a runner for a tea shop in a neighborhood replete with prostitution and the drug trade. It is in the teeming environment of the streets that Krishna must save 500 rupees before he returns to his village. At the same time several episodes serve to demonstrate the hopelessness of everyone's condition. 

Even though the film is interspersed with moments of occasional happiness and camaraderie, the tone of the film is predominately bittersweet and poignant. The strengths of the film lie in its extraordinary realism. All the scenes were shot on location. Also, the realistic performance of the actors might be ascribed to the fact that most of them are actual street urchins. Only a handful of the actors were professional. The thrust of the film is the squalor and poverty these people live in and cannot escape. There are no solutions forwarded and the state's response is critiqued. In the orphanage/reformatory, one individual has been held for four years without a hearing. Furthermore, the encounters Krishna has in the reformatory are in essence no different than the ones he had on the streets. The film ends with Krishna staring dissolutely off screen after having his innocence stripped. This ambiguous ending is reminiscent of Truffaut's The 400 Blows. It also confirms what the viewer already knows. The situation is virtually hopeless and there are no simple solutions for the conditions of so many slum and street children in Bombay (now known as Mumbai). 
Monsoon Wedding
An exuberant family drama set in Mira Nair's beloved Punjabi culture, where ancient tradition and dot-com modernity combine in unique and perfect harmony As the romantic monsoon rains loom, the extended Verma family reunites from around the globe for a last-minute arranged marriage in New Delhi. MONSOON WEDDING traces five intersecting stories, each navigating different aspects of love as they cross boundaries of class, continent and morality. The film celebrates a contemporary India never before seen on screen. 
Mira Nair and the writer, Sabrina Dhawan, interweave the ancient and the modern, the old-fashioned and the irreverent, the innocent and the sexual in today's globalized Delhi. The intimate, handheld camera welcomes the viewer into the characters' lives and into Nair's own beloved Punjabi culture - robust, earthy and full of life. The audience is swept into the bacchanalian revelry of kebabs, whisky and Bollywood music that is a Punjabi wedding. 
The family's hopes, anxieties and long-guarded secrets emerge amid frantic wedding preparations, and are juxtaposed with arresting montages of real-life Delhi. The relentless summer heat mirrors the story's building intensity as the city anticipates the cooling torrent of the monsoons. And when the rain comes, the cathartic downpour brings romance, revelation and liberation. 
The father of the bride, LALIT VERMA (50), and his wife PIMMI (45), have endured the ups and downs of a fairly traditional marriage for years. As their daughter prepares to marry and leave home, they reach out to each other once again, finding deep comfort in the history they have shared. 
The bride, ADITI (24), on the rebound from an aborted love affair with her former boss, VIKRAM (42), agrees to marry HEMANT (32), an engineer from Houston. Suddenly apprehensive about becoming a housewife in Texas, Aditi re-visits her lover the day before the wedding, throwing her future into turmoil. 
P.K. DUBEY (25) is the upwardly mobile Tent and Catering contractor for the elaborate wedding celebrations. A cellphone-wielding wheeler-dealer, he is a member of India's emerging urban middle class. Dubey's tough pragmatism is outdone by the innocence and virtue of the family's maid, ALICE (20). He accidentally spies on Alice as she secretly dresses in the ornaments of her mistress and finds himself falling hopelessly in love with her. Theirs is the only pure and completely unexpected love story in the film, echoed by their bizarre shared habit of eating the core of marigolds - the Indian wedding flower. 
RIA (28) is the unmarried writer cousin of the bride. As she watches Aditi plunge recklessly into marriage, Ria begins to assert herself to her family, defying convention and revealing a disturbing secret she has suppressed for years. 
A story of steamy unconsummated teenage lust. AYESHA (17), another cousin of the bride, is a sexy Delhi 'babe' who meets RAHUL (19), a sophomore at the University of Sydney returning to India after five years. Surprised by Ayesha's boldness, Rahul becomes infatuated with this brazen young Indian woman who challenges all his assumptions about contemporary Indian culture. 
This film is a love song to the city of Delhi and a portrait of modern, cosmopolitan India. Two-thirds of MONSOON WEDDING was shot in an affluent farm-house on the city's outskirts, the rest in locations in both the old and new cities: the exteriors of old Mughal Delhi and the gaudy charm of the wedding sari-shops of Karol Bagh juxtaposed with the chic ateliers of the city's established designer culture and its posh corporate world. The filmmakers use the mobility and economy of a hand-held camera, capturing subtle, expressive performances from a huge ensemble cast. The cast is made up of acclaimed Indian movie stars, highly trained theatre actors from The National School of Drama, and lesser known television actors and first-timers. The principal cast includes Naseeruddin Shah, Shefali Shetty, Vijay Raaz, Roshan Seth, Lillete Dubey, Vasundhara Das, Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Rajat Kapoor and Tilotama Shome. The film is filled with music, including ghazals (traditional love songs), modern Indian pop, jazz and bhangra (Punjabi folk/pop) music, all of which help to capture the varied and joyful sounds of a Punjabi wedding. The music and dance of old and new-style Bollywood is a constant presence in Indian life. MONSOON WEDDING echoes this Bollywood spirit with its vibrant score and with Ayesha's climactic dance number the night before the wedding. MONSOON WEDDING is a celebration of the sensual pleasures of cinema, of love at any age-anytime, and of the importance of family. It also pays affectionate tribute to a city where weighty tradition collides daily with global culture and the dot-com age, yielding an unusual and melodious harmony. MONSOON WEDDING is directed by Oscar(r)-nominated filmmaker Mira Nair (SALAAM BOMBAY!, MISSISSIPPI MASALA, MY OWN COUNTRY, KAMA SUTRA) and written by first-time screenwriter Sabrina Dhawan, who recently graduated from Columbia University's graduate film program. It is produced by Caroline Baron, who co-produced KAMA SUTRA as well as Joel Schumacher's FLAWLESS and Nicholas Hytner's CENTER STAGE. The cinematographer is the internationally acclaimed Declan Quinn (LEAVING LAS VEGAS, KAMA SUTRA, VANYA ON 42nd STREET and ONE TRUE THING). Mychael Danna, the award-winning composer of Atom Egoyan's films, Nair's KAMA SUTRA and Ang Lee's THE ICE STORM, scored the film, collaborating on an original song with one of India's leading pop musicians, Sukhwinder Singh. 
Links to other films by Mira Nair: http://www.mirabaifilms.com/films.html

· The Namesake (2006) 

· Vanity Fair (2004) 
· Still, The Children Are Here (2003) 

· 11'09''01 - September 11 (2002) (segment "India") 
· Hysterical Blindness (2002) 

· Monsoon Wedding (2001) 
· The Laughing Club of India (1999) 
· My Own Country (1998) 
· Kama Sutra: A Tale of Love (1996) 
· The Perez Family (1995) 
· The Day The Mercedes Became A Hat (1993) 
· Mississippi Masala (1991) 
· Salaam Bombay! (1988) 
· Children of a Desired Sex (1987) 
· India Cabaret (1985) 
· So Far from India (1982) 
· Jama Masjid Street Journal (1979) 

Deepa Mehta

Mehta's works include a trilogy composed of Fire, which is about the politics of sexuality; Earth, which is about the politics of nationalism; and Water, which is about the politics of religion.  Mehta wrote, directed, and produced her third feature film Fire.  It opened the Perspective Canada Programs at the 1996 Toronto International Film Festival, where it tied for the Air Canada Peoples Choice Award. Earth, based on Bapsi Sidhwa’s novel Cracking India, was shot in New Delhi in January 1998.  This film also won many awards including the Prix Premiere de Public at the Festival du film asiatique de Deauville, France in March 1999 and the Critic's Awards at the Schermi d'Amore International Film Festival.  The last in the trilogy, Water, was shot in 2000 and recently released.  The film sparked controversy in Varanasi, where the shooting was supposed to take place, but due to protests and vandalism from the local political/religious parties, shooting was moved to West Bengal. 



Fire 

Credits: 
Shabana Azmi (Radha) 
Nandita Das (Sita), 
Jaaved Jaaffery (Jatin) 
Kulbhushan Kharbanda (Ashok) 
Kushal Rekhi (Biji) 
Ranjit Chowdhry (Mundu) 



Mehta admits her films are influenced by her life and her experiences: "When I wanted a divorce it took me two years to do it, even though I considered myself a liberal woman.  It was during those two years I wrote Fire" (Ramchandani).  The film is a powerful critique of the rigid norms of a patriarchal, post-colonial society that keeps both sexes down.  All of the characters are trapped in their own lives, but two of them find a way to escape by discovering their inner desires (Morris). 

The film opens with the image of a family sitting in a vast field of flowers with the mother telling a tale of a group of people who live in the mountains.  "They had never seen the sea," she says, "though they wanted to see it.  They were sad because of this.  'Don't be sad,' and old woman says, 'what you can’t see, you can see—you just have to see without looking' " (Morris).  This becomes the theme for Mehta's film—discovering one's true nature and choosing to live authentically, no matter what the cost. 

In the film, the wives of two brothers, who are subjected to the traditional Indian female role of silently cooking, cleaning, and producing children to occupy their time, find in each other what their husbands refuse to give.  The women enter into a lesbian relationship.  The film sparked much controversy and violence in the Indian community, eventually being banned. When it was released, right-wing extremists stormed theatres, ripped down posters, threw Molotov cocktails at the screen, and staged violent skirmishes in the streets of New Delhi and Bombay (Kirkland 8/7/99).  In reaction, Mehta said, "The bisexual relation became a symbol of how far one can go to break that traditional mold. Are they willing to pay the price of the passion? By making it bisexual, I raised the stakes. Initially, especially in India, the gender issue was really the one that got everybody in flames, dare I say.  But it has done what I desire and hoped that Fire might do, which was start a dialogue.  They have gotten over the gender thing and now it's perceived as a film that has questioned the status quo and the status of women" (Kirkland 11/24/97). 



Earth 

Credits: 
Maia Sethna (Lenny Sethna) 
Nandita Das (Shanta, the Ayah) 
Kitu Gidwani (Bunty Sethna) 
Arif Zakaria (Rustom Sethna) 
Eric Peterson (Mr. Rogers) 
Kulbhushan Kharbanda (Iman Din) 



While the larger theme of Earth is the violent political upheaval of 1947 during the partition of India and Pakistan, the heart of the film is a love story involving three people: Shanta, a beautiful, young Hindi governess to an eight-year-old Parsee girl, and Shanta's two suitors, Hasan and Ice Candy Man, both Muslim (Craughwell F10).  The film, which depicts the mistrust, racism, religious intolerance, and violence that erupted then and continues today among Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus, is seen through the eyes of the eight-year-old Parsee, who is part of an independent sect that is neutral among Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus. 

While exploring the division surrounding partition, Mehta also investigated the effects of colonialism:  "Even though my film is very particular, in the sense that it’s set in 1947 and it's about the division of India into India and Pakistan, it’s also really an exploration of what colonialism does to countries.  So wherever the British, or it could be anybody but for us it was the British, whenever they flew [sic] the country, they divided it. And they leave us holding the mess" (Craughwell F10). 

Mehta used this film as an opportunity to say something about the period because she felt no one really knew about it outside India and Pakistan, but she wanted it told through a neutral perspective (Kirkland 9/11/98).  The film did not provoke the violent reaction that Fire did; a board of government censors approved it with a single cut, the elimination of profanity (Kirkland 8/7/99). 



Water 

Credits: 
Shabana Azmi (Shakuntala) 
Nandita Das (Janaki) 
Akshay Kumar (Narayan) 
Manorama (Madhumati) 
Vinay Pathak (Rabindra) 




The third film in the trilogy is about Indian widows in the 1930's.  In the past and present, women whose husbands died were forced to enter "widow houses."  Labeled as worthless because their measure of worth, their husbands, was gone, they were often forced to turn to prostitution in order to survive.  Mehta chose the holy city of Varanasi as the location of her film because widow houses still existed there.  However, even before production on the film began, controversy was ignited. 

Two thousand protestors stormed the ghats, destroying the main film set, burning and throwing it into the holy river.  Protestors burnt effigies of Mehta, and she received threats to her life.  Three main political/religious parties led the angry mob: Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHU), and the Kashi Sanskrit Raksha Sangharsh Samiti (KSRSS).  Also, a party, Raksha Sangharsh Samiti (RSS) formed overnight specifically targeting Mehta.  The KSRSS claimed themselves as the guardians of the culture of Varanasi and threatened her with violence.  The RSS claimed that the world did not need to hear the problems of the widows in India and argued that Mehta has been poisoned by western influences and was simply looking for a story to sell (Yuen-Carrucan). Following the protests, the Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee intervened and allowed the filming to continue.  The filming was moved to West Bengal.  In reaction, Mehta said, "What is so scary is that people are reinterpreting what the rules are regarding culture.  If I could just say one thing to those who oppose my work, it would be: 'Lighten up guys' " (Harding 4/21/00). 

