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left,.
pulied gut a piece
of. paper. from the
cupboard ‘réad what she

and*
hc-sa:d.
urprised.’
hcard of
: ed'  their
‘names in Qg T
Nusrat Begztegailed what

. he’ hadsald thi

. ndt do yo
- kniow about them?”
“Tell'me everything.”
“Begum, befere I do so, [
“muist warn: you.that I will
. have to falk ahout a,lot of
gt tell

- amongst the
. history of man. And it was
in thosg times that these
two men lived and worked.

Are you wﬂlmg to hstcn""

TJahanara nodded.

‘Nusrat Beg Taunched into .
his favourite subject.’

“For 500 yecars, Begum,
from the exgth to the
twelfih.cénthries, an age’ ‘of
learning, ~diseovery . and
wisdom flourished.

- Bukhara in the East to Isfa-
. han Baghdad, Danlascus,
angdriz.. go, Palermo.in
Italy and.

. Spain in the West. There

were hundreds of scholarg, -

_poets and mystics
improved upon what they

had lca.m[ and extended

aniveise

Nusrat- Beg talkcd about
"the ‘great astrondgier. and
mathematician
" Khwarizmi, the m
-invented - algcbra,

whe duy '_hcf father -
. Jahanara ..

want g -

e
_stretched all the way from™

to Cordoba,_
Sevilla and Toledor in
- He told fer about the great

AR FYWFEIT I SR LA
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and. their contribution to _‘

the knowledge of the stars,

the uniyerse and the tilt of

the ecarth’s axis relative to

the: sun. He talked about

9%

umber, .
year. and the., ]autudes and
longltudcs of major cities.

physician, al-Razi and his
study of infectious dis-

eases, his use of anaesthe-

sia. and his emphasis son

: hyg:enc Such studies: and:

of surgical instruments. He

Jalked- about thes 5c1enust

Araby whose works were

-poens

" Greek phllosophy created ’
' "a furore 1 theological cir-
- cles. He talked about the
philesopher and poet Ibn

Ammi: Le‘tfe? To
A Democratic -
Mother

By Saegé
Westland Boeks | i

" Pyt Lid.

Rs 395, pp. 307

~on  love
romance had never been
writien before and a lot of
people were offended.

“Those were great times, .

Beguem. And now I come
to your guestion about Ibn
Senna and Tbn Rushd. 1
must start with Ibn Senna.

wioil) - hutie

3 ,;Elp ot ek
+ - -beyond-éven the great al-:

and

sseholarship zand writings

alll the people I have men-

toned. He was the anthor .,

of many books on mathe-.,
matics and scienge: His.

Pt anediging: went yefag

Razi. His study of plants
and herbs for their médici-
nak usé, his study of the cir-
cufation of blood and the .

use of anaesthesia fpr"
surgery were far ahead of .

their times. His books on
medicine were studied in

Europe right up to the 17th
century and he was called’
“The "Master Physician’. -

But his real contribution,
as far as i am concerngd,
lay elsewhere.”

freethinkers in the world.”

~and added his own:

was no less gualified tha_n.‘,

“What do you mean?” -
“He started to question
»‘Begum. He was among the

- +first to say that faithiis noi;

the only way totlie trith. I
-can. be found in sciehce
-and - philosophy as well;
magine, Begum! Truth ir

“ science and philosophy:
.He- studied -the. works o ;
. Greek, Indian and Egypt:
iamw - thinkers
cancient mystics. Thougl i
:«these philosophers didno

and othel

believe in, God - thevway
Muslims or Christians do

“He wrote aboit theit.worl
O
mentariés. | Some- Islamu
~,scholars - challeriged i
thmkmg They weére furi
" ous and-wondered how he

-"eould have trust in the peo.

‘ple who “didn't ‘have the
“Faith: They: attacked his
theories: but he stood firm.
“Was he a Muslim?”
“He. was, 'He was ven
much a Muslim, Begum

. And then, about a hundreci

- years . later, came bt
Rushd, another wonderfu
lhmker who lived.in Spain

" He swdied the work of Ibr}

Senna and added mote &
-it, much more. "Falsafa', o
phllosophy was, .to. him
the highest form of truth
Faith was not good enoug]

.to understand the God anc |,

cthe universe, it had to br
' backed. by. reason. - Thest
AVEES WO BTgat . oimen

o Begumshivg: greal. men

Ibn-Senna and-Ibw Rushd
-the Tcad']cr and th
Student. They are m:
favourites, Begum. The:
* changed the way we thinl
and  they changed ‘th
world. There were! man
others who did the sam
later, but- these two wer
among the first.”

Nusrat paused again. fo
effect.

““And therefore, I honou
" then: May their souls res
in peace, Ameen.”’

Ibn Senna felt there was sci”
* much to learn from. them
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'Fﬁ%iﬁ FOR TWO Seasoned ﬁlmmaker Saeed erza on his food and
“culinary skills, and more

ruly, good food changes
one’s mood. It can turn
an angry man calim and a
placid one happy. Imag-

ing, if a man, often angry, sud-
. denly smiles and says, “I have

- an d tp ay e)-?»

- all at the Masala Art restau-
Tantin New Delhi’s Taj Palace
hotel, veteran filtnmaker and

., author Saced Akhtar Mirza
. mellows down. The reason?
- Ever smiling Executive Chef
Mohamiiad ~ Mushtag who

|
|
[

Mirza and his wife, scholar
and académic Jennifer Mirza.

(anger), aisa buzurg . kehte
hain. - Especially ‘'when the
food is delicious,” smiles Mir-
a, starting his meal with
urgh 'yakhr_l_i shorba, “Lov

y soup,” he :complitnent
. “Traditional mgredwnts riake’

~him rewind, “At my hem
inner always usgd-to be"
avish affair. My mother used
o make it a:point that all of ug

aten without guests “ove

7 a fatal attraction for prawns

Much to the amusement of

spreads a lavish menu with'
- his signature dishes before"

“On ‘the table, no ghussa

pher cros'séd North ‘Africa
. long before ‘gmy Westerner_

te together. Nevér had We

NEW DELHI
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‘dastarkhwan’. Aur kya barkat
hotithif Khana kabhi kam na-
I padta tha (despite several
guests, food would always be
sufﬁc1ent)

Tips from mom
Switching over to tandoori

ajwani jhings, he continues,
“My mother was a fabulous

cook. She always used to say, -
‘pever judge a good cook by
hisroghanjosh or biryam but..

by his dal’,

Trust & scholar like: Mu-za,
-who . has
thought—provokmg filnis like

-churnéd

Albert Pinto Ko Gussa Kyon
Aata Hai, Salim Lagde Par

Mat Ro, Mohan Joshi Haazu"

Ho etic;, 16 revert to' what'an-’
10ys him the most - the indif--

ferencé. of: Indians. towards.‘
-the country‘s culture and lit-

sout’,

:Goan cufry;

- SUMPTUOUS AFFAIR Saced Mirza at Taj Mahal hotel’s Masala Art restaurant PHOTO: SANDEEP SAXENA

did. Galileo came 800 vears
after Ibn-e-Rusht and he al-

_ ways denied that he had read.
Ibn-e-Rusht and tock credit

for all scientific innovations!”
The veteran seems to be

" gettingserious. Only gome gi-

laouti kahabs with soft and
crispy ulta tawa parantha caf
mellow him down. The deli-

cious spread does the trick.

From  Ibn-e-Rusht, he
switches to food, “I could nev-

er cook in my- life. The only.-
- Yime 1 tried to cook wag when
'T was a student at FTIL Oncé:

I was alone in my r

wanted to” have friéd egg.
: Mn_;bse bana hinahito] maine
- sab-mila diya' (T conldr’t sug-

ceed so 1 scrambled if). Real:
ising my pathetic culinary
skills, my room partiers nev-

. er aﬂowed me1o-cook. They

would send ‘me ‘out to- buy
vegetables, -etc,?

Lourse.

man who divides his time be-

tween Mumbai and Goa. On -

the chef'singistence, he takes

‘wrote “Ammi - Letfer to a

‘pubhshe_d by West Land'

: forthcommgﬁlmproduc d by
he laughs
. while choosmg jhinga aur
- seallop curry’ for the mam
: : “Yes, what

chuckles f:he .

wh
O

lassoni palak, dal makhni an
kareli biryani. “I won't eat for
three days now,” he quips., .

One may be amazed as to:
what Mirza was doing if no
making films all these years?
“T'was travelling all across In-
dia, meeting people on- the
street, -making documenitar
ies on them, teaching at di
ferent universities across th
globe as & visiting faculty..”
he reels out. And enriched:
with all his experiences Mirza ;

Democratic Mother” recently

Books,
Atis t:mefor'dessert a'
berry cheena payas, badami
and -gajar ka halwa, baile
kuifi are all served.quwkly ‘
Mirza would soon shoot f
Savdhaan, ‘Meri Jdan, .

Rajat Kapoor, It'is abait t]
guys nextddor, thexr 'hoj
aspirations - :

zeez as these sw‘eets‘?’
prontises,” gwmg ;
smile; * -
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litical documentation, part tra
ment for a 1

liberal form of Islam,

As the atithor himself eloquently puts it, the hook is, “a ¢
mélange of memaries, tales, anecdofes, events and people ',
that have inspired, me, saddened me, provoked me, and fi- ;

nally; shaped me and helped me understand my world.”

Concomitant with the aim of sell-discovery are Mirza’s' |

tributes in the form of. expanded letters {o his mother who

(died in 1990,.the ‘Ammi’ who against severe odds ran the |

family household with a blend of tolerance, compassion

and pragmatism. These fualities were shared by his father -

who, on migrating to Bembay; began as a coal hauling con-

. Iractor in the railway-yard in Sewree, advancing on to the .
- business of selling locks and manufacturing “7Up’ cola and
‘ - - cultimately finding his frue métier -

s a respected and uncompromijs-
ing: screen writer in the Bombay
film industry. :

once chatty and socially concerned,

gon of sociologists. -

-Ammi— Letterstoa g/ America, Mirza's lead -

"Democratic Mother character; Rasheed, tells his. -

Saeed Mi . young nephew: “Well son, let
. =ae rzd me tell you something that

invent germ warfare. We did-
i : n'tstart the world wars or the.
‘holocaust. We didn't have gulags. We were not in Vietnam.
Nor did we bomh Hiroshima.”

i -+ Arefreshing'and vandid tenor does lift the ‘letter above

© .. astraitjacket classification. Mirza comes across as a sym-

‘patheticskeptic, b Teftist Suf’, as he puts it. But, curiously,
it is the guise of 'the book as a novel that preempts much

twotld have elevated it as a straight memoir— in which

s possible fo integrate several fields of writing.

i There is, for instance, very little on Mirza’s own career
a fil maker or on his pathbreaking movies like ‘Albert

to Ko Gussa Kyon Aatd Hai? and ‘Mohan J oshi Haazir -

' and others or on his popular TV, serials ‘Nukaad' and

Intezaar’. There.is nothing by way of explanation on why

hasn'tmade afeature film for so many yearsnow.
The most glaring absence is of photographs, visuals that
central to a film makers life: Pictures that would have &
htfulp ace ina bdaok of memoite— a1l ac+hie mda e o

Shrugging off the rather pedes;
trian title, the book works mainly -
. because of Saeed Mirza’s tone, at: |

" plaintive but never descending into .
sentimentality His political com- ..
-mentary does not lapse into polemi-
cal rhetoric or the convoluted jar- .. =

1t is instead cryptic and pointed.

In what appears to be the only fie- -+
. tional part of the book, a taut . -+
and rivetting film script set - .

|

B ; i will cheer you up. We didn’t
7. Press, pp 307,-Rs 395. _ . invent apartheid. We didn’t

melange "

o fully apbreciate thisengaging book, the réader must ; ‘k% -
I first sportingly ignore the tall and bewildering claim
, by the publisher thit this is a work:of fiction. Once
 this notion of a roman-a-clef s cast aside, it hecomes easier
to relate to this book by notfed film r 1iker Saced Mirza as
mostly meffioirs, part history lesson andconternporary po-:
velogue, and as a lucid argu.

b e e s

¥

A et




MEMOIR

 The lars

~ Saeed Mirza’s book enco
but strikes a chord. '
ZIYA US SALAM

ost-9/11 the world is neatly divided
between those who feel apologetic
about their Muslim inheritance. And
follow America’s fundamentalism
without ever guestioning Uncle Sam’s right
‘to decide who should rule over krag or Af-
_ ghanistan. And there i3 -a-handful who take
pride In their unique cy refusing to take
any reference points fro st
_ Seasoned filmmaker
" 'thelatter. Abit of an s
at home with his un
penned this wonde
Bemocratic Mether. -

thankfully, not an -éxer
ther, Even while talking of yest /s
personal note, he avoids a touch of anguish
preferring to see the larder pictur th

while; much kike a dispassionaté-obse :
non-participant outsider.

Following the tapestry of his fifé and his 4}

works, his films like “Albert Pinto ko Gussa
Kyum Aata Hai”, “Salimi Langde Oe Mat Ro”
and “Naseem” as indeed his tele-serials like-,
“Nukkad” and “Intezaar” managed to strike a
chord with the commori man and get eriticat
acelaim toe. Yet,he'hasnot quite been able tq:
 translate that goodwill or words of genuine .
appreciation into a box office hit. Maybe be-
calise he has offered-some :
that provokes, He has never really spoken the-
languags of mainstream formula fitms; never -
quite indulged in:the sterectypes one asso-
ciates with the saas-bahuscaps... : -~

"Now his book treads the same. path; en

compassing so many different genres, yet.
able to strike arapport with a first-time read-

er. There are little anecdotes, some parables,

subtle satire and more than a note or two of

poetry, both medieval and contemporary,
Oriental and Occidental.

“He starts the book though- 1

. personal note, reminding us of that wonder-
ful-poem by Javed Akhtar: Mujh ko yageen
hai sach kehii thhi, job-hi Ammi kehti thhi;
jab mere bachpan ke din thhe, chand pe pari-
yan rekti thhi, Mirza talks of that little bath-
whenhe was only around three. How he was

“ cleaned and dusted by his mom, who would -
then fondly ¢aress him, showering him with;
talcum powder, all along hummiing, “Sayeed
Saab ban gaye gentlemain, Do paise ki ghadi:
Iaganyi, teen paise ki chain, Saeed Saab barf
tgﬁﬁégﬂlﬂﬂma}‘ﬂ.b R .

-+ Early years ;

Soon, he transcends the mutual admira-
tion club, and recalls anearly lesson from his
mother who could not quite grasp the sub:
tleties of the English language. Addressing
his Ammi, he writes, “T find it difficult to
express myself in Urdu. I still remember your.
answer: “Write in any language, in any way,
_but express what is in your heart’.” :

Subtly, he exposes the shortcomings of an
‘education system where qualily is synomy-

e mmam et T alinh 4 tha Aadeimant afronile’

thing that>s{ifs; ~

on a wistful « reuch since the time he’ was in shorts, *I.

mpasses different genres

: B

Ammi; Eetter.to.a ‘Pemocratic Mother; Szeed Mirza,
-Tranquebar Press, Pages 307, Rs.395

think, your attempt to.somehow stem-the
“4idé That you knew would inevitably foll
- w....It is a price we both have paid: you for the
_partial loss of your son, and I for drifting
- away because of a language.”

Bigger canvas

Later in the book, Mirza takes on a bigger
canvas, moving away from a fond remem-
brance of his mother to a world where what.
the West says is often taken as the right thing
In “A time to remember”, he recalls
school days, and how things have not changed:

would have happily sacrificed my aloo.p
thas and herbal sherbet for a sandwich and,
cola. I would have probably sacrificed much;
mare for a taste of thoseimported chocolates
and cheese...since those eatly days of -m
school years, things have nof changed much
in India...” e :
Later, he

I is at ease talking of the works 6
Charles Dickens and the “complex” times ]
“lived in. Just as he is while talking of Ibrn
Araby, Rumi, Mulla Nasruddin, Ghalib and,
Dagh Dehlavi, ete. But scon he corrects hins:
self realising talling of the past does not
always give us the roadmap of the future. He
wonders, “Does the past really matter as the
_ world hurtles towards a future that is relent
lessly being sculpted by people like Bill Gates; ¢
Donald Tramp, Warren Buffett, the Ambani
brothers...?”
He weaves these little comments, sneak
windows into our times that were, and the
times that are with glimpses of his own. jo
ney, from a English-medium school boy to-a
¢conomics and pelitical science graduate, to
hic ctaw at the film schonl. And ves. he wass4




ost-9/11 the world is neatly divided
between those who feel apologetic
about their Muslim inheritance. And
follow America’s fundamentalism
without ever questioning Uncle Sam’s right
to decide who should rule over Iraq or Af-
ghanistan. And there is a handful who take
pride in their unique culiiire, refusing to take
any reference points fromithe West..
Seasoned filmmeker Saged Mirza {5 among
the latter. Abit of an outsidey everywhere, yet
at home with his uniqueness Mirza has
penned this wonderfu] liook-Ammi: Letter te )
Democratic Mother. . = ' oo
Dispassionate observer

The book offers no daring insights but is,
thankfully, not an .exercisé-in nostalgia-ei-
ther. Even while talking of yesterdays on a_
personal note, he avoids a touch. of anguish,
preferring to see the larger picture 4l the
while; much like a dispassionate-observer, a
pon-participant outsider. .

Following the tapestry of his Jife and his
works, his films like “Albert Pinto ko Gussa
Kyun Aata Hai*, “Salim Langde Oe Mat Ro” -
and “Naseem” as irideed his tele-serials like .
“Nukkad” and “Intezaar” managed tostrikea . Ammi: Letter te 2 Demacratic Mother; Saced Wirza
¢hord with the commion man and get critical -Tranquebar Press, Pages. 307, Rs.395 . ;
acclajm too. Yet, he hasnot quite been able to. i}
translate that geodwilt or words of genuine - : :
appreciation into 2 box office hit. Maybe be- think, your attempt to.somehow stem -the
caitse he has offered:. something that-stits; “tidé you knew would inevitably follo
that provokes. He has never really spoken the.- w...It is aprice we both have paid: you forthe
language of mainstream formula films, never _partial loss of your son, and I for. driftin;
quite indulﬁe:d in the sterectypes one asso-. -away because of alanguage.” :
ciates with the saas-baht soaps.. - '

Now his book treads the same. path, en- Bigger canvas -
compassing so many different genres, yet Later in the book, Mirza takes on a bigge
able to strike arapportwith afirst-timg read- canvas, moving away from a fond remem
or. There are litile anecdotes, some parables, brance of his. mother to aworld where wha
subtle satire and more than a note or two of the Westsaysis often taken as the right thing:
poetry, both medieval and contemporary, In “A time to remember”, he recalls hi
Oriental and Occidental school days, and how things have not change
" He starts the book though on a wistful much since the time he was in shorts.
personal note, reminding us of that wonder- would have happily sacrificed my aloo para
ful poem by Javed Akhtar: Mujh ko yageen - thas and herbal sherbet for a sandwich and &7
hai sach kehti thhi, job hi Ammi kehti thhi; cola. I would have probably sacrificed much!
jab mere bachpan ke din thhe, chand pe pari- moreforataste of those imported chocolate:
yan rehti thhi, Mirza talks of that Yittlebath and cheese..since those early days of m!
whenhe was only around three. How he was " school years, things have not changed much '3
- cleaned and dusted by his mom, who would - in India..” I
', then fondly caress him, showering himwith:  Later, he is at ease talking of the works 4
taleurn powder, all along humming, “Sayeed Charles Dickens and the “complex” times }i
Saab ban gaye gentlemain, Do paise ki ghadi - Tived in. Just a3 he is while talking of Ibii:
lagpayi, teen paise ki chain, Saeed Sagb ba Araby, Rumi, Mulla Nasruddin, Ghalib- amd]
gaye gertlemain” weer wo T ¢ Dagh Dehlavi, ete. But soen he corrects hi
’ “Early yeai's . self realising talking of the past does n
e ; - always give us the roadmap of the fufure. El
-* Soon, he transcends the mutual admira- wonders, “Does the past really matter as th
tion club, and recalls an early lesson from his . world hurtles towards a future that is relen
mother who could not quite grasp the sub- lesslybeing sculpted by people like Bill Gatesy
tleties of the English lanpuage. Addressing Donald Trump, Warren Buffett, the Ambant
his Ammi, he writes, “I find it difficult to brothers..?” . ' i
express myselfin Urdu. I still remember your He weaves these little comments, snea
answer: “Write in any language, in any way, windows into our times that were, and the
but express what is in your heart’.” K times that are with glimpses of his own jour¥

Subtly, he exposes the shortcomings of an ney, from a English-medium school boy to
education system where quality is synony- economics and political science graduate, 14}
mouswith English to the detriment of pupils’ his stay at the film school. And yes, he wag;
mother tongue. - deeply moved by Japanese filmmaker Ozut

As Mirza writes, “The problem is that my. “Tokyo,Story”, a story of an elderly couplel
Urdu js inadequate, and I think the fault is ‘who visit their childrea in Tokyo.
yours. You slyly made sure that your, children:  Yes, Mirza’s book is a wonderful compe;
‘studied in a school where the medium’ of dium of memories with pértinent commern
instruction was English...Yet you secretly about a world:that is often guilty of judgi
! despaired at what you had done. Those {enta-  men and civilisations by what they have, ng
five classesin Urdu that T had athome were, I what they are.




