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White woman’s burden
And we thought Aishwarya Rai
Bachchan was fair! Not quite, by
‘Western’ standards it seems. 
A British tabloid, Daily Mail
reported that Aishwarya's skin
color has been "digitally
bleached" to make her look
whiter, on the cover of interna-
tional fashion magazine Elle. The
magazine faced a similar blame
when it lightened the cover pho-
tograph of Oscar nominated
actress Gabourey Sidibe some-
time ago in its US edition.
Aishwarya's fans have also
blamed the bible of fashion for
being racist and portraying
Aishwarya fairer than what she
actually is. However, Elle maga-
zine has rubbished such claims.
So has Aishwarya’s publicist.  It’s
expected. As long as she is paid
well and is in the thick of things,
who cares if the western white
woman remains the standard of
beauty, who cares if there are
heavy racial overtones in 
cultural exchange. In any case
her plasticity has been always
under the scanner! Now, she
and Elle will painfully carry for-
ward the white woman’s burden
without leaving anything for the
men to do.  

Red letter days
If you put together Home
Minister P Chidambaram,
Buddhadeb Bhattacharya,
Mamta Banerjee and some dubi-
ous letter-mongering together,
can news be far away? With an
imminent regime-change in
West Bengal, both the incum-
bents, CPI (M) and the chal-
lengers, Trinamool Congress
seem to scamper for Bengal’s
territories like errant, violent

adolescents do over girlfriends
and boyfriends! And the Central
Government, ruled by Indian
National Congress is uneasy. For
CPI (M) is their ex, and
Trinamool their volatile new
relationship. Trinamool leader
Mamta Banerjee claimed that
armed left party cadres are
cleansing the opposition from
rural Bengal in the name of free-
ing the same from violence and
Maoists. After quivering for
some time, Chidambaram sent a
somewhat disparaging letter to
Chief Minister Bhattacharjee
asking him to rein in the cadres
of his party. CPM looked at the
sky and pretended for few days
that no such latter came. Then
the letter came. And CPM
blinked and looked at the sky
again. Then Bhattacharya wrote
back a letter insinuating
Chidambaram’s partisan stand.
Forgetting that he is supposedly
an impartial administrator,
Bhattacharjee cried that Chidu
should know that “Trinamool
also kills!” As they went on rag-
ing and crying foul, Calcutta
thankfully cared a hang and
went on with endorsing good
cinema, wine, cakes and the
New Year. 

Ominous signs
The district administration in
Aligarh is deliberating on a pro-
posal to introduce retributive
measures to ensure a responsi-
ble civic behaviour from stout

and healthy citizens towards
rickety rickshaw-pullers.
Formulated under Section 34 of
the Police Act which incidentally
lists various types of public nui-
sance, the order is expected to
come into force from January 1.
"It would apply to all passengers
particularly those on the heavier
side — the only exceptions being
children, old, infirm or sickly," he
said.  After January 1, these
‘overbearing’ passengers would
be expected to disembark every

time a rickshaw-puller huffs and
puffs his way up the city fly-
overs. A refusal may mean
shelling out Rs 500 fine for
‘indulging in inhuman practice’.
‘This is the first time anyone
actually took any positive action
towards redressal of our long
standing demands,’ Madi-ur-
Rahman, president of the
Rickshaw Chalak Mazdoor
Kalyan Samiti, Aligarh, said, hail-
ing the measure. Now, this is
indeed a unique measure. But
the premise is not new. Pre-Tata
Buddhadeb Bhattacharya was
also concerned about the plight
of hand-pulled rickshaw-wal-
lahs. But we hope this drive
doesn’t push itself too much!
For if SEZ labourers, the domes-
tic helps, the contractual work-
ers start demanding more con-
cern from leisured (and over-
weight) people, we stand a thin
chance of continuing the way we
are doing now. 

Aussie-Inglish bhai
bhai!
This slogan may seem like a
pathetic anachronism amidst
the hostility that England’s
Ashes conquest against the
once-invincible Australian
cricket team has generated. But
professional team sports now
often offer a possibility of cross-
national alliances and dal-
liances! Forgetting the old hos-
tilities. We go local to find this
interesting snippet. Briton Kevin
Morgan, the coach of Kolkata’s
famous East Bengal club brought
in the Australian footballer
Tolgay Ozbey into the team, and
they have turned out to be a
killer combo. Morgan has
brought in the team-work and
cohesive planning so typical of
English Premier League into
Indian football, and the skillful
Australian player Tolgay is his
key player. He is scoring himself
and creating opportunities for
his teammates to score too, and
East Bengal is winning almost
everything! From the endless
supply of six-pence African foot-
ballers who played in Indian
clubs as vacationers to the clubs’
graduating to scouting for real
soccer skill, Indian football sud-
denly seem to have come a long
way. But that should not deter us
another such instance. The

Indian cricket team is using Gary
Kirsten’s deep knowledge of
South African cricket to beat the
Proteas in their own backyard!
It’s still early days, but never
before has the Indian team
shown more gall in Mandela
country. As we bask in the glory
of a  happy, connected world, we
suddenly remember that the
British and Australian army are
fighting the Afghans together 
for some time now. Global
alliances always come at a cost,
it seems!

By Sayandeb Chowdhury 
While watching Hamlet, the Clown
Prince at GD Birla Sabhaghar, a
member of the audience was going
to pick up a call on his mobile. His
seat was far into the auditorium,
away from the stage and he must
have thought that a quick word on
his mobile would not harm the 
proceedings! But to his complete
dismay, someone in the dark
rushed forward and pleaded with
him to please forgo the call. The
man found that it was none other
than the director RAJAT KAPOOR
himself, who was sitting three seats
away, quietly, watching the play
from a distance. 

Those who know Kapoor would not be
surprised by his act. Because like the bril-
liant play he has directed, he is full of
gentle irony and total lack of
pompousity. And those who do not know
him would be delighted to know that he
is as charming off camera as he is on it
and that too, without having to try too
hard. 

He was in the city for a tour of his
Shakesperean tour de force and he came
across as a man so comfortable in his skin
as an alternative performance and cin-
ema artist that it would seem that he has
trained himself for it. He is one of the few
people who effortlessly juggles his roles
as an actor and director (perhaps the only
one in Indian cinema apart from Farhan
Akhtar and the one off cases of Aamir
Khan and now Rituparno Ghosh) and
takes his art rather than himself seriously.

“Theatre is one art that helps you to
keep alive. Without that passion, doing
theatre is meaningless”, he said, begin-
ning the discussion on a high note. But
doing theatre is one thing and doing a
globally admired Shakespearean play as
comic farce is a different thing 
altogether. “I have always been fascinated
by the motif of the clown. For me cinema
begins with Charlie Chaplin and Buster
Keaton and I think the underlying arche-
type of a clown/tramp/joker is a very
powerful one. It never left me and I
always wanted to know how far I can
take the motif.” 

Is that how the clown version of
Hamlet came into play? “Yes in a way. We
started by trying to do a comic 
version of Hamlet but slowly, through
rehearsals and improvisations, the script
got a shape. In fact at the rehearsals we
realised that we had a pretty interesting

play if we could keep the play-within-a
play structure. And as we moved ahead,
we threw away some, we kept some and
the play you see is a concerted, collective
effort. There is no writer of this play. The
six brilliant actors as actors and the
actors as characters have given the play
its language, or the lack of it.” That’s
something unsual and typical of Kapoor
and his team. 

But didn’t Samuel Beckett lurk some-
where? “Of course he did! Who can for-
get the tramps in his Waiting for Godot?
We did that play ten years ago and since
then I wanted to do Shakespeare with
clowns. Our next play was C for Clown
and then Hamlet. But Beckett was one of
the two influences. The other, as I said,
was Chaplin.” 

Whoever may be responsible for it or
the inspiration behind it, there is no
doubting that Hamlet, the Clown Prince is
no short of a masterpiece. A play within
a play, it talks about how six clowns
decide to stage Hamlet for a ‘discerning’
audience and how their life, mannerisms,
desire for out of turn and often forced

attention and penchant for whacky
sleaze make their way into the tragedy.
Sarcastic, poignant, impromptu and gen-
uinely funny, Hamlet, ‘a play in English
and gibberish’, calls for the highest
acclaim, if for nothing else but just being
a thoroughly original interpretation of
the great English Bard’s most philosophi-
cal play. 

Kapoor also emphasised the impor-
tance of doing a deeply philosophical
tragedy like Hamlet with clowns as
against the more obvious choices like the
bard’s comedies.  “Comedies are 
easier to do but then again I would love to
do plays like As You Like It. But it can wait.
“ The cast of Hamlet includes Namit Das,
Atul Kumar, Pooja Swarup, Niel Bhopalan,
Sanjay Saple. They have recently been
joined by Kalki Koechlin, one of the lead-
ing actresses in Bollywood’s countercul-
tural cult Dev D. She plays Ophelia or
rather the clown who plays Ophelia and
who dies (actually drowns) of heart-
break. 

But Kapoor is much much more than
the director of Hamlet, the Clown Prince.

He also leads a niche team in Bombay
who come together to produce small but
independent or at least independent
minded cinema like Mixed Doubles,
Mithya, Bheja Fry etc. 

Do these guys think of themselves as
the Woody Allen of Mumbai? They do
Hindi cinema but your stories and the
ways of telling them are different and del-
icate. Is this alternativism a planned one? 

“I really do not know if we have been
able to become a sub-culture, so to say.
But it is not as much about flaunting our
indie-ness, as it is about being able to
make the cinema you want to. For exam-
ple, our most recent effort Phas Gaye Re
Obama is a runway hit. We released it
along with Asutosh Gowarikar’s Khelein
Hum Jee Jaan Se and in its third week, our
film was doing better business while the
big film had 
vanished. And I am a great believer in the
multiplex culture. Multiplexes make mak-
ing and distributing smaller movies easier
and you can reach out to a very wide
audience.” 

But it must be really a struggle to live

on your own terms in both theatre and
alternative cinema. His theatre team-
mates, for example, have to make a liv-
ing by working in cinema. Because
Bombay is said to have little mercy
towards struggling artistes. “Yes”, says
Kapoor in his a half-shy smile. “But its
not that only theatre demands struggle.
There are many strugglers in main-
stream Bollywood too. We see a few suc-
cesses. And for each success, a hundred
other strugglers are getting dropped by
the wayside. But that does not deter the
next aspirant who at this moment must
be heading for Mumbai for a break in
the movies.” 

But if cinema is this difficult, theatre
must even be more so! There is always
this paranoia that theatre may vanish
soon. “I do not see any threat to theatre.
It has survived three thousand years
through all kind of most spectacular
changes. I am sure it will find a way to
survive well into the future. It has the
wherewithal. As long as people are
ready to feel passionately about theatre,
theatre has no threat from anyone.” At
this point, Koechlin quips in, saying “As
long as people suffer for theatre, it will 
survive.” Kapoor nods vehemently. 

Will his group get more into
Shakespeare? Or will this one remain an
one-off experiment. “No, we have plans
to do more Shakespearean plays. In fact
after our tour of the UK with Hamlet this
summer, which we are very eagerly
looking forward to, we plan to start
work on King Lear. The Fool in King Lear,
you can say, will assume centre stage
now and his minions will act out the
rest”, he quipped.  

Kapoor may now be a big fan of the
small movie, but he struggled a lot with
his first small movie, which he managed
to make after collecting money over the
net, much before the social networking
boom! “I waited to do Raghu Romeo for at
least 5 years. When no one came forward,
I said chuck it, I will produce the movie
myself. So I sent out an email to everyone.
I said, buy shares in the movie. You will
get it back. If the movie flopped, I will
return give back the money.
Unfortunately the movie flopped and I
am still returning peoples’ money.”

He may be giving back some well-
regarded film finance but it actually is
about clever entertainment. Kapoor
stands for clever entertainment in Indian
cinema today and that is one thing he
wants to give back. And may he continue
to do so.  

The clown is a very powerful archetype 

in
te

rv
ie

w

india today

© globalcartoonist.com. No reproduction without permission 

newsmakers

Contributed by Jaya Biswas,
Agnibho Gangopadhyay

Debasish Bhaduri


