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The Story of Us: The makers of

American Desi discuss telling their tale

The director, producers, and actors find that the movie
tells their story as well as that of their audiences

by Pallavi Sharma

While on the surface American Desiis
the story of an American Born
Confused Desi named Kris struggling
to balance his South Asian heritage
with his American influences, the film
actually tells the story of many
people: director Piyush Pandya,
producer Gitesh Pandya,
actor/producer Deep Katdare and
lead actress Purva Bedi. In addition,
those involved in making the film
have found that it tells not only their
story, but also that of many second
generation South Asians, other
immigrant communities, and anyone
who has struggled with issues of
identity.

The story, which was born almost ten
years ago, was written by director
Piyush Pandya, who had just graduated from Rutgers University. “The
first thing they teach you in screenwriting class is to write something you
know, ” explains Pandya. “This was an experience I'd gone through.”
Piyush and brother Gitesh grew up in predominantly white communities
in Long Island as well as in New Jersey, where they had little interaction
with South Asians their own age, much like the character Kris.

Purva Bedi

“Growing up, | was pretty much outside the Indian culture,” explains
Piyush. “The situations that Kris faces in the movie are definitely things
that | had gone through, trying to get away from the culture because it
was foreign to me, and then coming to college and learning more about
it and coming to appreciate it.”

Gitesh agrees that the movie echoes his brothers story because he also
underwent a transformation during college: “It's about Piyush, but with a
more colorful life,” he jokes. “He went through the same story. At
Rutgers, which is like all Indian, he got involved with the Indian student
group, took a lot of classes related to India and was exposed to this
whole other lifestyle,” recalls Gitesh. “That’'s his story and that's what the
script was based on.”

While the script was loosely formulated around the Pandya brothers’
experiences, it also reflects the background of its actors. Bedi, who plays
“Nina,” found that she could also relate to her character. “I've had to
struggle to balance the Indian and American cultures,” she explains.
“Nina has her act together probably better than I did at 18, but there’'s a
lot of her in me.”

American Desi also tells the tale of
Katdare, who plays “Kris.” He
explains that, similar to his
character, he grew up in a
predominantly white suburban
neighborhood in New Jersey, where
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there was only one other South Asian
family in town (“We knew them, of
course,” he laughs.) Katdare was
also hoping to wash his hands of
Indian culture and “submerge myself
completely in Americana,” by going
to college.

However, Katdare says that he
underwent his awakening and his
acceptance of both of his cultures not
in college, but rather during the
making of American Desi itself. “It
wasn’t really until we shot this film
that | found myself surrounded by a group of South Asians like myself
— actors, struggling in New York,” he explains. “I really immersed
myself in a lot of the culture and | think | had the same kind of
awakening that Kris does in the film.”

Deep Katdare

Katdare recalls attending South Asian parties to research for therole and
being amazed at the number of South Asians in Manhattan. “It was
scary for me and | think it was the same thing for Kris,” he says. “He is
faced with this identity crisis and then he’s forced to reconcile with his
Indian identity.” Katdare found that he was able to use this fear to
inform his character. He particularly recalls one instance when he was
apprehensive about dancing bhangra in the film since he had never
done it before. The young actor remembers that Piyush told him,
“Maybe you don’t know what you’re doing, but thats okay because that's
who Kris is too.”

American Desi also tells the story of the South Asian-American
community in general, as well as that of other immigrant communities.
Bedi hopes that audiences find a character in the movie that they can
relate to, whether in one of the leads or one of the supporting actors.
“That's the unusual thing about this movie — it’s about the South Asian-
American experience,” says Bedi. “We don’t have a lot of movies that we
can go out to theaters and see about us.”

Piyush has found that South Asian-
“A Landmark Film!" American audiences have had very
DAY ¥ good reactions to the film,
}t 1'“‘1'1"1'1\ “I",bl particularly because it is the first
it e sty time they are seeing a commercial

by

mainstream American type film
about themselves. “We get a lot of,
‘Finally!” and ‘We’ve been waiting for
this! from people,” he says. His
brother agrees that the film has
demonstrated to the South Asian
community that, “we can express
ourselves and tell our story as
people in this country.”

At the same time, the filmmakers
found that American Desi speaks not
only to the South Asian community,
but to other immigrant communities
as well. Gitesh remembers a
screening of the film in Los Angeles
which was attended by people from Italian, Chinese, and Jewish
backgrounds who have come to this country in the past one or two
generations. “They all said the same thing,” he recalls. “This is my story
too.” A Chinese explained that kids in his community went through the
same thing that Kris does, and they even have an equivalent expression
for it: ABC or American Born Chinese. “His daughter agreed,” says
Gitesh. “She said, ‘This is my story.””

Those involved with the movie expected it to appeal to South Asians,
were surprised that it has appealed to other immigrant communities,
and ultimately discovered that it speaks to a wider audience because it
involves universal human emotions. “Really, anybody who’s had to
balance or figure out their identity, which is really everyone, can relate to
this film,” says Bedi.

Piyush hopes that the universal appeal of the story will result in

commercial success, proving to Hollywood and distributors that this type
of movie has potential. “We’re hoping this will open the door for other
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filmmakers.”

Additionally, Gitesh expects that people of all different backgrounds will
see the film and enjoy it. “lI hope that people who are not familiar with
South Asian culture can get a glimpse of our lifestyles.” This, he hopes,
will result in more diverse roles being written for South Asians in
Hollywood. “People who are non-South Asian will start to look at us as
regular people and not just Indian people. As of right now, Hollywood
looks at us as brown people first and people second. And thats what we
have to fix.”

Click here to read a review of American Desi

Click here to read excerpts from the interviews with Gitesh and Piyush Pandya,
Deep Katdare, and Purva Bedi.

Recommended Link:
www.americandesimovie.com

Pallavi Sharma , a staff writer at Masala, thinks American Desi is not
exactly her story, but is happy that a story about South Asian-
Americans has finally reached the silver screen.
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