An interview with Vijay Singh

Your earlier film Jaya Ganga was adapted from your novel. One Dollar Curry was written straight as a screenplay. What triggered it?

You know when Jaya Ganga was slowly coming to an end, for me it was like the end of the world! It felt a bit like a woman had left me… Despite running in Paris for over 49 weeks, I could not get it out of my system. So, one day I decided to let go of Jaya. And that’s when I started working from a short story I had in my drawer: a slightly tragic story about an immigrant. But what I had really wanted to talk about was immigration and integration in a slightly new vein. So I reworked the short story around - an Indian immigrant now lands in Paris with nothing but his sense of humour and imagination. The film turned out to be a light comedy - between art house and Bollywood, between Paris and Bombay… That’s how One Dollar Curry was born…

Usually, protagonists of immigrant films have had a tragic story to recount. Your lead character says just the opposite. Why?

That’s exactly the point. I wanted to portray a dynamic, imaginative and comic immigrant who takes the host society on its own terms. It is true that the world of immigration is bleak, reeking of deprivation and discrimination. However, it is equally true that humour, perhaps as "black" as racism itself, is part and parcel of immigrant lives. The sound of laughter and black humour in these unfortunate quarters might sound out of place, but it is incontestably real. Perhaps, in the worst moments of pain, deprivation and isolation, an immigrant conserves in himself a grain of humour, which is also his sole weapon of self-defence in a strange land?  This is also related to my experience of several young Sikhs who, despite everything their destiny did to them, retained their sense of humour and panache. As Marinetti said, “Hurl defines to the stars!” This could easily be Nishan’s (Vikram Chatwal) own slogan. I might also add that as a community, Sikhs (Nishan is Sikh) are co-terminous with toil and humour. "A Sikh without laughter is not a Sikh," they say in Punjab. That's how One Dollar Curry was conceived of as an "immigration" comedy...

Behind gentle laughter, the pivotal theme of the movie is integration in a host country. What has been your perspective in One Dollar Curry?

In his battle for survival, Nishan is helped by Nathalie (Gabriella Wright), a young French researcher who first shows some signs of affection towards him, then becomes his foremost accomplice. The relationship between them is meant to be more than just a passing fancy between a man and a woman. Metaphorically, their "romance" conotes cultural assimilation between a third generation immigrant become French and an Indian of our times. "Nothing bridges frontiers better than love can," reveries Nishan on their first night of love. In this sense, Nathalie doesn't only represent love, she incarnates the very goodness of the host culture. Their relationship is a bridge over cultural frontiers and an ode to the human capacity to build something beautiful beyond the confines of our own cultures. 

Nathalie's willingness to help Nishan subvert the system and to concoct lies on his behalf shows the strength of a love which is willing to contest one's own culture and country in the interest of another world, which is perhaps better than the one we have built. In this sense, One Dollar Curry uses the comic-form to create a terrain, where love and humour can work together to give birth to a new form of “integration”.

How do you explain your unusual choice of locations ?

Since location play an important role in determining the visual meaning of a film, I have set the movie in a variety of places - riverside Paris, dilapidated immigrant quarters, posh buildings, a chateau for the TV shoot on the great "colonial" chef, a river for the cremation ceremony… But my intention was also to highlight locations that people have never even dared talk about before – e.g. the Indian and Pakistani areas... This film is a homage to all the immigrants who arrived here 20, 30 years ago. We have shot in locations  which have now become cult places in Paris today… My viewers would probably expect to see only a beautiful postcard Paris, but I have also shown the real immigrant Paris.

Most characters in your film are very endearing, was it intended ?

As my wife would say, I constantly look for the Buddha nature in man..  The point where he is pure, well-intentioned and full of compassion. Look at Nishan for instance : he lies, he cheats, but we know he is doing it for his survival. His last dialogue in the film explains it all :”We are not here to cheat the world.” And Nathalie ? It’s true, she is initially attracted to Nishan out of self-interest. But slowly, her real nature surfaces and we see her in all her human splendour – she falls in love with an immigrant. As I said, Nathalie for me reincarnates the craving for a socially cohesive, multicultural Europe. She personifies my modest homage to the young French girls who helped me first find my feet in France.

What are the different reasons behind Indian emigration to France ?

Let’s speak of the Indian subcontinent rather than India, for you can’t credibly speak of political refugees from India – India is a democracy ! During the 1980s, at the time of the Khalistan agitation, some 5,000 political refugees reached France, and there are about 6,000 Indians today. But the Indian “face” in France, particularly in the Paris subway, is not hard to come by. This is a mix of Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, Pondicherryans, Mauritians, etc..This adds up to about 200,000.

Can you tell us about the music ?

The spirit of the film is immigration and integration. The music follows the same need of bringing together two worlds. That’s why I wanted to work with someone with a similar experience. Who could be better placed than Zakir Hussain, who has been living in San Francisco for over 30 years and who has accompanied artists such as Ravi Shankar, George Harrison, John McLaughlin, Jan Garbarek, Tito Puentes. For the classical elements in the score, it’s Zakir’s classical genius at its best. For the modern fusion part of the score, he sought inspiration from the Punjabi folklore and its joie-de-vivre. I wrote the lyrics for the theme song, and Zakir and his brother Taufiq composed the music with a  wide variety of instruments : saxophone, tabla, santoor…

What about the dances in One Dollar Curry ?

I wanted a mix of Indian dances. On the one hand, you have a quasi- bollywoodian dance sequence where the music magically appears from somewhere and people start dancing to it. One the other hand, you have Smriti Mishra and her two partners executing a truly classical Kathak performance full of color like my favourite Indian festival, the Holi. This is based on a beautiful Thumri that Zakir wrote.

Your casting seems to have come from all over the planet ?

Indeed, it is a worldwide casting : Smriti Mishra from Mumbai, Vikram Chatwal from New York, Gabriella Wright, an Euro-Mauritian in Paris, Benoit Soles from Paris, Trevor Stephens from Haiti, Lakshan Abhenayake from Sri Lanka.

