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Mythic Past, Resonating in the Present 


UTV Motion Pictures

From left, Ajay Devgn and Manoj Bajpai in “Raajneeti,” a cross between “The Godfather” and the Mahabharata story. It has been one of the year’s biggest hits in India. 
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Reliance Big Pictures

Vikram in “Raavanan.” 




Reliance Big Pictures

Aishwarya Rai Bachchan in “Raavan.” 

CAN an epic poem, composed more than 2,000 years ago and transcribed in an ancient language that only a handful of people can read, thrive in the age of Twitter?

In India, yes. And not just one epic but two. 

The most talked-about movies in India this summer are based on the two great epics of Hinduism: the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. 

It isn’t just Indian cinema that is smitten with those two works. “The Difficulty of Being Good,” a recent book that uses the Mahabharata to examine contemporary business and politics, has become an unlikely best seller here. This year India’s law minister, M. Veerappa Moily, who has written a new reinterpretation of the Ramayana, credited its chaste, long-suffering female protagonist, Sita, with having inspired a women’s rights bill. In Bangalore, India’s technology capital, a contemporary-dance company recently performed a piece based on the principal women of the epics. The myths are retold too, in children’s cartoons and comic books. 

Indian modernity is beguiling. In this fast-churning, seemingly Westernizing, increasingly English-speaking nation, the mythic past is also very much present. For ages the epics have been told, retold, fiddled with. They still resonate, in new but recognizable ways. 

“The Mahabharata and Ramayana, they sort of permeate our consciousness,” said Bibek Debroy, an economist who published the first of a 10-volume unabridged English translation of the Mahabharata in April. “The stories are deeply ingrained in the minds of Indians.” 

So ingrained that when the Indian film director Prakash Jha saw “The Godfather” for the first time, he saw in it the story of the Mahabharata: a parable of power and blood, centered around a man who, in spite of himself, ends up killing everyone he loves. 

Mr. Jha’s latest film, “Raajneeti” — the Hindi word for politics — has been described as a cross between “The Godfather” and the Mahabharata. It is a searing, overdrawn critique of contemporary Indian democracy. A lot of blood is spilled over the spoils of political power. A family destroys itself. There is no redemption. 

“A lot of politicians are my friends,” Mr. Jha said in an interview. “Some of them have been keeping a safe distance from me now.” He has a personal stake in Indian politics. He ran twice as an independent candidate for Parliament, but lost both times. 

In “Raajneeti” a star-filled ensemble cast plays the gods and mortals of the Mahabharata. Draupadi, one of its central female characters, drives a convertible; Arjuna, the reluctant warrior, is an American-trained scholar of Romantic poetry; Karna, the doomed orphan, is the ill-fated leader of outcaste Dalits in a city slum. The film has struck a nerve with Indian audiences, becoming one of the biggest hits of the year. 

Nandini Ramnath, film editor for the Time Out magazine in India, pointed out, however, that using the myths in the movies can be a mixed blessing. “Viewers are curious to see how a big-name director reinterprets an epic,” she said. “The advantage of drawing from one of the epics is that viewers are by and large familiar with the characters. The disadvantage is if a filmmaker tweaks an ancient belief too much.” 

Take this summer’s other myth movie, “Raavan,” titled for the 10-headed villain of the Ramayana. Starring Bollywood’s power couple, Abhishek Bachchan and Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, it’s also set in contemporary India. Here, Raavan is an outlaw who kidnaps the wife of a police chief (that’s the aforementioned long-suffering Sita) as revenge for the gang rape of his half sister by rogue cops. Some critics have read the film as an allegory of the Maoist insurgency sweeping through the Indian hinterlands. 

The trouble is, Ms. Ramnath argued, Mr. Bachchan as Raavan “overacts furiously.” He also comes across as more sympathetic and honest than the police chief, making him far less of a villain than is the conventional reading of the Ramayana in Hindi-speaking North India. 

In southern India, by contrast, Raavan is often a hero — actually, a learned man, which is why he has 10 heads — and the filmmaker, Mani Ratnam, has made an entirely different movie for the southern audience. Imagine an American Civil War movie with two versions: one for the North, one for the South. Such is the epic-size complexity of Indian pop culture. 

The epics are not only used to portray contemporary political issues. They have also been deployed powerfully in politics. In the late 1980s the Ramayana, with its god-hero Ram representing the ideal Hindu man, was serialized on state-owned television, bringing the nation to a virtual halt on Sunday mornings when it was broadcast, and credited — or blamed — with fueling the rise of political Hinduism. 

Neither the Mahabharata nor the Ramayana is considered to be the word of God. But they are powerful fables, and they represent for Hindus what the Bible and the Greek myths together may have historically represented in the West. Devdutt Pattanaik, a writer who uses the Hindu epics in human resource management, describes both books as “the template of Indian thought.”

Both epics are believed to have been composed between 300 B.C. and A.D. 300. The Mahabharata is longer — and more complicated. It contains an estimated 75,000 verses, and its stories span a wide range of human sentiments. It was probably written in snippets and amended by different authors, in different Indian languages, before being codified in Sanskrit.

Its characters are sometimes humans, at other times gods who act deeply human. It contains a story about how the world was made and how the world will end — an apocalyptic war to end all wars. It contains sermons on how to win a war, how to achieve liberation and, perhaps most important, on how to do the right thing. That last bit is the core of “The Difficulty of Being Good,” and as its author, a retired corporate executive named Gurcharan Das, pointed out, the Hindu notion of doing the right thing is astonishingly modern, emphasizing the achievable, not the ideal. 

The market for the Mahabharata seems to be insatiable. Penguin, which published both Mr. Das and Mr. Debroy’s books, is releasing Mr. Pattanaik’s retelling of the Mahabharata later this year. 

The epics are so embedded that they penetrate everyday speech. A woman may be warned against following the path of Ahalya, the adulteress of the Ramayana. A family feud might be compared to the battle of rival clans in the Mahabharata. There’s even a school named after Eklavya, a gifted archer who chopped off his right thumb to prove his devotion to his archery teacher. (Though students at the school are not required to chop off their digits.) 

“I don’t know if anything in the Western world has that kind of currency anymore,” said Wendy Doniger, a Sanskrit scholar and a professor of religion at the University of Chicago. “Maybe Adam and Eve.” 

She recalled a recent encounter in Harrods at Heathrow Airport in London, where she came across a small ceramic pillbox in the shape of Noah’s ark. She mentioned this to the saleswoman, who gave her a blank stare. 

“The shop girl said, ‘What is Noah’s ark?’ ” Ms. Doniger said. “In my world there are no longer stories everybody knows. In India people really know the stories.” 

Ms. Doniger retells those tales in a lively 779-page book, “The Hindus: An Alternative History.” Published in 2009, it is widely available in India, including at airports, perched next to a copy, say, of “Who Moved My Cheese?” 

For Mr. Jha, the filmmaker, the stories of the Mahabharata did not first come through books. He was born into a family of Brahmin priests. Children were told the stories of the Mahabharata all the time. They were planted in his brain. To this day, he said, he sees it as the story of all stories. 

“Every kind of character, every kind of situation is embedded in the Mahabharata,” he said. “It becomes the reference point for our psyche. One is never out of the Mahabharata.” 

That sentiment too arises from the Mahabharata. The story ends with this admonition to storytellers yet to come: “There is no story that is not contained here.”

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/04/movies/04mahabhrata.html?_r=1&sq=mythic%20past%20resonating%20in%20the%20Present&st=cse&scp=1&pagewanted=all
'Before Sita Sang the Blues': Nina Paley show

Danielle Samaniego
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© Nina Paley

About half of Nina Paley's comprehensive exhibition at the Cartoon Art Museum features artwork from her full-length animated feature "Sita Sings the Blues."



Whittling down more than two decades' worth of work spanning several art media to roughly 50 exhibition pieces hasn't been easy for cartoonist Nina Paley.

"I don't spend a lot of time going through the past, and it was difficult because it brought up 22 years of memories," she said. Her efforts are for her first comprehensive exhibition, which opens Saturday at the Cartoon Art Museum. "I've changed a lot as a person since I did those early Nina's Adventures comics."

Nina's Adventures strips began back in 1988, when Paley lived in Santa Cruz. After moving to San Francisco in 1991, her quirky style and self-deprecating humor lead to work on strips like Fluff, which she did for Universal Press Syndicate, and later the Hots for King Features Syndicate. 

But Paley's passion for the daily-strip grind soon waned, and she shifted her focus to animation.

Using mediums like stop-motion, drawing and scratching on 35mm and even Imax, Paley built a name for herself as an animator. She was responsible for the first cameraless Imax film, "Pandorama," and she became a fixture on the film festival circuit with her short films. 

But her biggest achievement to date stems from an ancient Sanskrit epic called the Ramayana that she infused with blues and her own personal heartbreak. The project became the full-length animated feature "Sita Sings the Blues," featuring the devoted wife of the story's hero, Rama, intertwined with Paley's own account of her divorce from her husband, whom she actually followed to India.

Created with mostly 2-D computer graphics and Flash animation, "Sita's" tagline says it all: "The Greatest Break-Up Story Ever Told" - but it also remains Paley's greatest and most cathartic tale ever told. 

"I've pretty much worked through that and dealt with it," she said. "I mean it's fresh for the people who see it and say, 'Oh my God, all those feelings,' but I had those feelings years ago. And I've always been using comics to work through my own issues."

About half of the exhibition is dedicated to "Sita" artwork, sketches and a special piece that measures 3 by 6 feet and features every single frame from the film, among other works.

These days, Paley, who lives in Brooklyn, is back to the comic drawing board. She's working on a strip called Mimi and Eunice, and she's heavily involved with the free culture movement, which supports the distribution and modification of creative works for free. Paley has done just that with "Sita," which can now be seen on sites like YouTube. 

Paley will attend a screening of "Sita Sings the Blues" at 7 p.m. July 20 to benefit the Cartoon Art Museum and the Electronic Frontier Foundation. The show will be at the Delancey Street Theater (600 The Embarcadero, S.F.). 

Sat.-Oct. 24. 11 a.m.-5 p.m. Tues.-Sun. $3-$7 (5 and younger free). Cartoon Art Museum, 655 Mission St., S.F. (415) 227-8666. www.cartoonart.org.

Danielle Samaniego, 96hours@sfchronicle.com
This article appeared on page G - 13 of the San Francisco Chronicle


Read more: http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2010/07/01/NSG11E40VC.DTL#ixzz10U7niTSe
Hindu epic Ramayana reborn with modern touch

Sandip Roy, Special to The Chronicle
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Sanjay Patel / Ramayana: Divine Loophole

Sita is delivered back to Rama glowing like a jewel.



Sanjay Patel is no stranger to the fantastic. As an animator, he knows about rats with culinary dreams, furry blue monsters and armies of evil grasshoppers. But he says that some of the most fantastic characters he could imagine didn't come from storyboards at Pixar.

They came from a book 2,500 years old, written in Sanskrit, in more than 24,000 verses. The Ramayana is one of India's great epics - the saga of the warrior prince Rama, born to rid the earth of the demon king Ravana.

"There was a 10-headed demon king, characters that were half monkey, half human, gods, kings and queens. And it was all action as well," says Patel. "It was begging to be illustrated." 

A mix of cultures

For four years Patel did just that. "Ramayana: Divine Loophole" gives the venerable Hindu epic a 21st century makeover. "The art is divine, pardon the pun," quips Manish Vij, who runs the blog Ultrabrown.com. 

" 'Loophole' is recognizably Indian and American but is also extremely original." Think Indian history meets Adult Swim. "Its bright, flat colors remind me of J-pop (Japanese pop)," says Vij. "The way J-pop's taken over America, I-pop (Indo-pop) could too." 

In Patel's "Ramayana," the evil demons are composed of hard-edged triangles. The noble hero has rounded edges. The jovial king of bears is all half circles. The monkey god streaks across a sooty chocolate sky, his tail on fire, setting the demon king's palace ablaze in a bonfire of orange and yellow.

It starts with an HB pencil. It ends as thousands of vector points in Adobe Illustrator. Patel drew that tail-on-fire scene for two days straight and worked for a week to perfect it. He has boxes filled with intricate sketches. Draft copies have little yellow Post-it notes with instructions like "Return to green." 

Patel's journey to the heart of the "Ramayana" is longer than Prince Rama's own journey. 

That prince, banished from his kingdom, spent 14 years in exile with his wife, Sita, and brother Lakshman. It took 25 years for Patel to rediscover his own culture. His heroes were Ninjas and X-Men. 

"The Ramayana was all around me. I just didn't realize it," he says. "I'd sneeze, and my parents would say Sita Ram. I thought it was just their version of gesundheit."

Isolated as a child

His parents ran a run-down motel off Route 66 in San Bernardino, frequented by questionable characters. "I didn't have a lot of friends," says Patel. "It was strange to tell people you were living in a motel and do you want to come over and play with the drug addicts and prostitutes. So I spent a lot of time reading comics and drawing."

He didn't have many Indian friends either. His family was cut off from the Indian community after his mother was diagnosed with schizophrenia. 

"I've had the same four-sentence conversation with my mother ever since I can remember," says Patel. "What's my name, where was I living, what have I eaten and where my children are." He has no children.

He remembers drawing pictures of his mother. She would just tear them up. "I would be devastated," he says. "But I also know because she was not able to nurture me the way a healthy mother could, I became more introspective and much more artistic. I kept myself company."

His art was his way out of the motel. But a month before he was headed to art school, his father, who had been a champion of his artwork, balked. The motel was struggling. His father was running a gas station on the side. He needed Sanjay. At that point, Sanjay's brother Amol stood up to their father and said he would stay instead. "Without him I think I'd still be at the motel," says Patel.

Now Patel, who has worked on films like "Monsters, Inc." and "Ratatouille," has two books under his belt, "Ramayana" and "The Little Book of Hindu Deities" - where even the fierce goddess Kali looks lovably cute with big eyes. 

How to categorize

Suhag Shukla, managing director of the Hindu American Foundation, got that book for her sons. She says Hindu epics have their fair share of violence and are not always kid-friendly. Patel, she says, does a good job "trying to balance some of these more tricky themes with the goal of sharing with others a heritage he loves and respects." 

Foundation President Mihir Meghani agrees, though he wishes Patel would not call it "mythology." "Stories from other major religions are rarely called mythology, though they carry their own miracles as well," he says.

Therein lies the rub. The flying monkeys and golden deer make the Ramayana a treat for visual artists, but it's also easy to forget that the Ramayana is not just a book, it's part of a religion practiced by millions.

A controversy over the birthplace of Rama in the city of Ayodhya led to deadly communal riots. Disputes over depictions of the characters have led to galleries being vandalized in Mumbai. 

Patel's friend Nina Paley knows that firsthand. Paley also animated the Ramayana, in the film "Sita Sings the Blues," told from the woman's viewpoint. "Just Google 'Ban Sita sings the blues' and you will see all the petitions out there," Paley says from New York.

Paley says she doesn't think Patel will face the same kind of flak. His "Ramayana" doesn't embellish the story. He just gives the demons pink eyes. 

But when people ask Patel if the next step is "Ramayana," the Pixar movie, Patel hesitates. It would be exciting, he says, but a film "requires an army of people, things get watered down, you have to make compromises." 

This "Ramayana" is uncompromisingly personal. "It's exciting to do something that's all Sanjay Patel," he says with a smile.

Ramayana: Divine Loophole: Chronicle Books; 208 pages; $29.95. links.sfgate.com/ZJIY. 

E-mail Sandip Roy at datebookletters@sfchronicle.com.

This article appeared on page F - 1 of the San Francisco Chronicle
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