By Huma Yusuf

WHERE'S THE

VORY?

ay back in 1958, a young Indian immigrant to New York bought
tickets to see Newman on Broadway. After the curtain call,
he canoodled his way backﬁtaﬁmd brazenly offered the screen
legend a role in a film that still did not have a budget, script, production
crew or cast. Understandably, Newman declined the offer. Some 28 years
and 30 films later, the same man, now producer of the smash hit Mr and
Mrs Bridge starring Newman, invited the actor for dinner to discuss his
and reminisce about their first encounter.

“The Indian was none other than Ismail Merchant, the wilier half of the
inimitable Merchant-Ivory duo. His is a Hollywood-dream-come-true, if
there ever was one. From backstage nuisance to bigwig producer,
Merchant's career has been a smooth ride which he documents in his
autobiography My Passage From India. Too bad it's 'bnnnﬂ%.

The antithesis of the tell-all type, Merchant writes with a polite

restraint that recalls the stiff upper lip of the colicky colonials from his

jod films. One would imagine that the narration of a rags-to-riches
story would focus more on the riches and far less on the rags. But
Merchant counter-intuitively paints his childhood as the most exciting
time of his life, The Bombay, Bollywood and bazaars of his school days
are more lovingly rendered than the Manhattan, masale and movies of
his later years.

Rather than acknowledge that the production of Heaf and Dt was his
first big step in the film world, M t describes his move to New
York to pursue a master's d in business administration as his
niftiest career move. Similarly, Merchant celebrates his earlier jobs in
New York — a brief flirtation with the advertising world and the time
spent posing as the Indian delegate to the UN —with much enthusiasm.
But when it comes to the filmi stuff, Merchant makes a producer’s life
littered with film festivals and movie stars sound about as exciting as
that of an actuary. The historic teamin “l;\aﬁm James Ivory is skirted

clumsily with an [-don't-remember-what- piened disclaimer and the
rest of the book reads like a tedious filmography. We learn that
Shakespeare Wallah profits funded the big flop The Guru, that A Room

With A View was a surprise success and the production of The Deceivers
was a nightmare.

In fact, the ﬂbﬂ of gossip Merchant lets slip is that Shashi Ka

was abitofa And even that tidbit is tempered to the point
tepidity: “There was thing Shashi enjoyed mere than socialising with
friends over a table full of good food and lots of wine.” This discretion
is misplaced in a book bursting with photos of the whe's who of post-

'WWII Hollywood. Merchant
flaunts even his briefest
encounters with sought-after
celebs including Vivien Leigh,
Aldous Huxley, Goldie Hawn, the
Queen Mother and Nehru with the
aplomb of a drag queen
brandishing diamantés. Ever-
ready to walk the walk, Merchant
desists from talking the memoir
talk and doesn’t even scratch at
the real dirt that sexes up the film
industry.
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self-imposed limits. And,
frankly, I was becoming
increasingly frustrated by the
red tape and burenucracy that
making films in India
involved. We were ready to
move on. It was just a matter
of finding the right
opportunity.”

raise funds for projects that

ant ir

But of all the missing pieces, the fact that Merchant neglects to
describe his relationship with Ivory is simply unacceptable. After 43
years and as many films together, what's a Merchant without his Ivory?
It's hard to believe that the two only share a reverent yet distant

Hollywood no-nos, including
screen adaptations of Forster and
Ishiguro novels. Recalling the days
when he was just starting out,
Merchant admits to only one
setback: as he handed out the
newly-printed Merchant-Ivory
business card to potential film
investors, he was escorted out of
New York offices and Jaipur
palaces alike after being
reprimanded for exploiting
elephants.

P arrang; But if you hear Merchant tell it, that's all
there is to the duo who preemptively cashed in on the West's desi fetish
and taught Hollywood &al a ‘thinking audience’ need not be an

oxymoron.

One would think there’s something to hide, ially as the most
charged moment in his story comes when Merchant describes the
befuddlement of Hollywood executives who bombarded -Tvi
with flamboyant projects after the runaway success of A Room With A
View. Leaving the big budgets behind, the twosome chose to work instead
on a screen adaptation of Maurice, Forster's postt ly-published,
semi-autobiographical novel that deals wii]ﬁwmosexua]il’y. For now at
least, fans will just have to live with the fact that Merchant and Ivory
made a name for themselves by exercising an anachronistic propriety on
screen. Turns out the prim-and-properness applies off screen as well. m




