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Abstract 

 

FATAKRA 

The Story Behind the Firecrackers 

 

 

 

 

Soham Kirit Mehta, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Andrew Shea 

 

This report summarizes the process of developing, writing, directing, and 

finishing FATAKRA, a short narrative film.  The film was produced as my graduate thesis 

film in the Department of Radio-Television-Film at the University of Texas at Austin in 

partial fulfillment of my Master of Fine Arts in Film Production.  Additionally, this report 

contextualizes the making of FATAKRA within my development as an artist and 

filmmaker.   Finally, the report looks forward as I complete what is commonly referred to 

as a “calling-card” film and leave an academic setting to pursue a filmmaking career. 
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BACK STORY 

 
I was only eight years old the first time I landed on a stage.  I was a nerdy third 

grader growing up in the suburbs of Houston, Texas.  Just five years earlier, I was living 

in India with my mother.  My father had come to America to try and pave the way for 

us.  A year later, we joined him. In those first years in a new country, I can recall 

teachers enrolling me in remedial classes and the teasing of other students because I did 

not know the English for everyday words like the names of fruits, colors, or body parts.  

Now as a third grader, with improved English skills, my teachers had chosen me to play 

the lead in the school play simply because they thought I was the only student who could 

manage to memorize all the lines.   

Regardless of the circumstances, I was immediately hooked.  The stage was a 

place that I could leave my social awkwardness behind and become anything I dreamed.  

As an only child, I was accustomed to creating stories to entertain myself.  The fantasy 

world of theater proved a natural fit.  I acted in school plays throughout elementary, 

junior high, and high school.  During my junior year, I directed my first play and 

realized that I enjoyed shaping the storytelling even more than acting a part.   

Although I spent most of my time participating in theater, my first love was 

always film.  In India, the film industry and cricket are the two national pastimes.  My 

parents did not care much for cricket, but they brought their love for cinema here to the 

United States.  Every weekend, my parents and I would watch a film rented from either 

the Indian store or the local American grocery store.  My father was more worried about 

my watching good films rather than the rating system so I was allowed to watch any film 

as long as it had critical acclaim.  Like every kid of my generation, I grew up a fan of 

The Karate Kid, Back to the Future, Star Wars, and Indiana Jones.  I also remember 

loving films like the Godfather, Gandhi, and the Last Emperor.  Just as important, 

however, were the films of Amitabh Bachchan and Raj Kapoor.  During my senior year 

of high school, Merchant and Ivory theatrically released restored prints of ten of Satyajit 

Ray’s greatest films.  My parents took me to see many of the films including all three 
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films of the Apu Trilogy.  They were like nothing I had seen before.  They were 

incredibly real and often tragic and yet still poetic and somehow hopeful.  They explored 

the everyday conflicts of real life, but somehow always remained visually compelling 

and cinematic.  But when I watched, I did not think of any of those things.  I was 

completely absorbed in the characters and the story.  After every film, I left the theater 

invigorated and excited.  Never before had watching a film made me reflect on my own 

life.  From that point on, I knew that I wanted to create moments like that for others.  I 

knew that I wanted to become a film director. 

As stories often go, mine took a detour in my first year in college.  As an 

undergraduate film student at the University of Texas, I found myself very discouraged.  

From conversations with more senior students and my own experiences in the program 

in that first year, I concluded – whether rightfully or not – that the film education I was 

pursuing was only going to teach me the technical aspects of filmmaking and very little 

about storytelling.  My whole goal in becoming a filmmaker was to tell stories that 

moved people the way Ray’s films had done for me. There seemed to be very little 

emphasis on the foundations of good storytelling – finding inspiring subject matter, 

developing compelling characters, seeking truthful performances.  Maybe it was just the 

normal disenchantment of a freshman at a large public school, but I transferred from 

film to theater.  I would come back to film once I had a better grasp of the foundations 

of story.  I was already nervous about making a career in film, but felt even more 

skeptical about one in the theater, so I also added a second major in computer science.  

As a nerdy Indian kid, math and science had always come easily to me, so a career in 

programming seemed a perfect complement to a life in the arts. 

My undergraduate education culminated with Reincarnation, a play that I wrote 

and directed for my undergraduate thesis.  A year earlier, during a playwriting class, the 

professor, Austin artist Amparo Garcia-Crow, commented on how my writing in my 

class journal was far more interesting than the play I had written during the semester.  I 

think I had unconsciously built a barrier between my work and myself while I gained 

comfort with the craft. For my next play, I promised myself that I would create 

something personal – something that no one else could write.  The resulting play, 
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Reincarnation, chronicled the intersecting lives of five twenty-something Indian-

Americans.  Additionally, it brought together many of the art forms that I had been 

exposed to throughout my life – traditional theater, classical Indian dance, and magic 

realism.  The play was a tremendous success.  South Asian students from across campus 

made their first trip to the theater department to see a play.  Reincarnation not only gave 

me confidence in my abilities as a theater artist, but also taught me that there was an 

audience for my kind of stories.  

After college, I returned to Houston and founded Shunya, a theater troupe 

dedicated to providing a voice to the South Asian American experience.  For our first 

play, we reproduced Reincarnation.  The play enjoyed a sold out ten-show run, and I 

was off in my double-career life – technologist by day, theater artist by night.  In the six 

years that followed, Shunya completed two productions a year, many of which I 

directed, all of which I oversaw as the artistic director of the troupe.  Film opportunities 

soon followed.  A local producer asked for my help with a film idea – and soon I had co-

written and assistant directed a theatrically distributed feature film.  Another local 

producer hired me to co-write a television pilot.  I partnered with some local filmmakers 

to write and co-direct a music video.  A third producer commissioned me to write 

another feature.  I had gained confidence as a storyteller, but now I wished I had a firmer 

grasp of the technical aspects of filmmaking.  I felt clumsy and lost on set.  I did not 

fully understand the work of all of the craftsman that made a film work.  Moreover, I 

was now finally ready to throw caution to the wind, and dedicate myself fully to a life as 

an artist.  I quit my day job in technology and returned to the same film program that I 

had left unfinished ten years earlier.   
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DEVELOPMENT 

My undergraduate thesis play Reincarnation had been a perfect culmination of 

everything I had learned as a theater student.  In terms of technique and craft, it 

represented my best work up to that point.  It was a deeply personal story and dealt with 

many of the emotions and ideas that I was dealing with in my own life at that time.  The 

play also served as a perfect springboard for Shunya and everything I did in the six years 

following graduation.  I hoped that my graduate thesis film would be a similar 

culmination of my training as a filmmaker.  I wanted to make a film that demonstrated 

my strengths as a filmmaker but also reflected my thoughts as a human.   I was well 

aware of the fact that my thesis was the last film that I would be guaranteed to be able to 

make. Up until now, my films had been stepping-stones, or learning exercises.  With 

what could be my last film, I wanted to make something that reflected the reasons I 

became a filmmaker in the first place. 

The act of truly revealing oneself through art is incredibly humbling.  Right from 

Reincarnation, my best work has always come when I am personally invested.  However, 

my defenses often trick me into hiding back from that place of vulnerability.  My first 

project in film school was a documentary about South Asian fraternities.  It was an 

interesting topic, but I had no personal investment in the subject matter.  In a writing 

class, I wrote one comedic piece after another, until the professor, Cauleen Smith, finally 

challenged me to write something that I truly cared about.  In response, I wrote Released, 

a short film about an Indian hate-crime victim who seeks revenge.  Amidst the 

harassment that many South Asians experienced after 9/11, the film played out a revenge 

fantasy that many of us secretly harbored.  I slipped back behind the wall with my next 

film.  A classmate had written an interesting zombie film.  I found the story “cool” 
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enough to make a pact with him – I would rewrite the script and direct it while he 

photographed it.  I personalized the story as much as I could, but still, the starting 

motivation behind the film was just that it was a “cool” story.  The energy to make the 

film left me sometime during the post process when I realized no matter how much I 

obsessed over the details, I was still only making a “cool” film.  It may be pretentious, 

but I aspire to something more with my filmmaking.  With the experience of my horror 

film still fresh in my mind, I began searching for an idea for my thesis film in September 

2009. 

Just one month earlier, on August 15th of 2009, I was in India getting formally 

engaged to my now wife Radhika.  Technically speaking, we were engaged nine months 

earlier, but with so much family in India, we needed to hold some wedding-related 

function there for the relatives who would not be able to attend the wedding in America. 

So we held an engagement ceremony that summer.  We would marry in Florida the 

following summer.  However, as I began thinking about my thesis film that September, 

marriage was still a year away.  Now that I was officially committed, I began reflecting 

quite a bit on my relationship.  Radhika and I had first met through my theater troupe in 

Houston.  She acted in three of my plays before we began dating.  The year before I 

started graduate school, she moved to Boston.  By that September, we had spent three of 

our four years together in a long-distance relationship.  By the time that we would finally 

get married, it would be the last four years of our five-year relationship.  Although I was 

excited about the coming marriage and the end of living apart, I was also feeling anxious 

about committing to spend the rest of my life with a person that I had been separated 

from by two thousand miles for the past three years.   

In an attempt to write a more personal film, I began brainstorming for story ideas 

that would allow me to mine the emotional terrain that I was dealing with in my own life.  
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I began thinking of scenarios that separated couples.  Soldiers deployed to Iraq and 

Afghanistan to wage war.  Contract workers seeking higher wages in Kuwait or Saudi 

Arabia.  Families separated for decades by the partition of India.  I considered and 

eliminated many different scenarios when my mind finally wandered to the idea that 

should have been the most obvious for me – an Indian husband leaves his wife behind to 

pave the way in America.   

The idea caught my imagination immediately.  It would allow me to explore 

issues that I cared about while grounding the characters in emotions that I myself was 

feeling.  By writing about the experiences of recently arrived Indian immigrants, I could 

draw from a lifetime of first-hand knowledge while honoring the sacrifices and 

experiences of my parents.  By making the characters blue collar, I could bring attention 

to the changing face of Indian immigration.  By placing the story in current times, I could 

portray the impact of the current recession on people who are just barely making ends 

meet.  

Although my initial inspiration came from exploring my anxieties about getting 

married, I instinctively felt that the couple needed to have a child.  As a fledgling artist, 

the prospect of having children seems like a looming deadline and getting married starts 

the clock ticking.  I almost feel like I must “make it” as a filmmaker before it is time to 

have children.  I must achieve my dream now, or set it aside, maybe forever.  When 

Francis Ford Coppola came to speak at the University of Texas, he said that this was an 

idea commonly held by filmmakers, and that he thought it was rubbish.  He did not 

become a successful filmmaker before he had children.  According to him, having 

children was what gave him the motivation to finally get his act together and succeed.   I 

wanted these two opposing viewpoints to play out in my film.  For the father in the story 

that was taking shape in my mind, the dream was not filmmaking, but making it in 
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America.  Fatherhood represented the closing of his window of opportunity.  Shortly after 

having a son, he escapes his responsibilities and comes to America to make one last 

attempt at his dream.  He believes that he must make it on his own.   He is the man of the 

family, and he must pave the way for his wife and child.  But it is that very hubris that 

angers and alienates his family.  They believe that they should be a part of his journey.  

They believe that it should be their journey together. 

 

Writing the Script 

At a certain point, ideas have to materialize in actual words on a page.  I had the 

basic idea for a story.  A blue-collar Indian father leaves his young son and wife behind 

in India to come to America.  He hopes to get settled and then send for them six months 

to a year later.  However, due to the recession, he struggles to find work.  Three years go 

by.  Under threat of losing his wife, he finally sends for her and his son.  They arrive and 

are appalled at his living conditions.  They were better off in India, but he still holds on to 

his dream.  Conflict ensues.   

Even with this much of the story already in place, I struggled to find an 

appropriate structure for several months.  I wrote draft after draft keeping this 

fundamental premise but dramatically changing the plot.  I started the story days before 

the family arrived, at the airport as he receives them, and in a car on the way home.  I 

made him a mechanic, a motel manager, and a convenience store owner.  The span of the 

story ranged from days, to weeks, to months.  I thought that maybe he would try to win 

his family over by trying to evoke something Indian in America.  Perhaps they arrived 

during Diwali, a major Indian festival celebrated with fireworks.  I gave the film the title 

“Fatakra” which means firecrackers in Gujarati, the language of my home state.  I 

decided that my end scene would have the father reconnecting with his son by launching 
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fireworks and thereby winning over his wife.  I chased this direction through many drafts 

by trying to write to this end scene.  By the end of the fall 2009, the draft I had, had 

Naveen, our father, renting a car so that he could pick up his family from the airport.  He 

had bought them tickets so that his family would be reunited for Diwali.  He was so 

embarrassed about his living conditions that he decides to drive them to New Mexico 

without taking them home.  His reasoning is that fireworks are available on Indian 

reservations in New Mexico year round.  From there, he tries to convince Pauravi, his 

wife, to continue driving west so that they can see America.  He hopes that if he can show 

her America through his eyes before they return home, she will want to stay despite his 

living conditions.    

 

 Mamet Workshop 

In January 2009, I was part of a small group of students from various creative 

writing programs from across campus that received the opportunity to participate in a 

three-day workshop with David Mamet.  During that workshop, Mamet stressed that 

whenever you begin a story already knowing where it is going, it will be predictable.  

According to him, the audience is just as smart as the writer, so if the end comes to a 

writer quickly or easily, the same will hold for the audience.  Rather than thinking about 

where a script needs to go, or worrying about act structure, Mamet develops his stories by 

constantly asking “Then what happens?” at every turn and twist and development.  He 

follows one character on a journey through a series of decisions and actions.   

The concept seems simple enough, but actually spending three days carrying out 

the exercise with Mamet as the moderator was a revelation.  We began with a simple 

scenario and over the course of three days simply kept answering the question “Then 

what happens?”  The story we came up with was fun and inventive.  According to 
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Mamet, the outcome of a film should be surprising and inevitable.  It is surprising 

because we do not know where we were going from the start.  It is inevitable because we 

arrive there one step at a time without making any unjustifiable leaps.   

After the workshop, I returned to my script recharged.  Up until that point, I had a 

starting scenario and an ending and was trying to write a middle that joined the two.  I 

tossed out my expectations for the story, and just followed Mamet’s method.  Naveen 

comes home carrying two suitcases.  Then what happens?  His wife enters.  Then what 

happens?  His son enters.  Then what happens? 

Over the next month or two, I arrived at the plot that would ultimately make the 

final film.  Naveen’s son Aakash is angry with his father for abandoning him for so many 

years.  He refuses to enter into his father’s home.  Instead, he locks himself in the car.  

Naveen’s wife Pauravi wants to force Naveen to deal with his son and prove that he is 

capable of being a father.  She locks Naveen out of their home and refuses to open it until 

Naveen returns with their son.  Now locked out of home and car, Naveen must employ 

one tactic after another to try and win over his son and his wife.   

 

Fatakra 

Using Mamet’s technique, the story quickly moved away from the Diwali 

fireworks ending.  Instead, to help contrast Naveen’s family situation with other better 

adjusted families, I soon found myself writing towards July 4th.  This worked perfectly 

since I was careening towards a summer production.  My wedding date was set for 

August 15th.  By this point, my fiancé and I had decided that we would move to New 

York.  If I could shoot in July, I would be able to move after the wedding and edit the 

film from New York.  I borrowed from one of my favorite films, Do the Right Thing, and 

played up the heat in the film.  Now, Naveen calls his family to come to America on July 
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4th because he thinks that it will make for the perfect festive reunion.  Before their arrival, 

he picks out the perfect spot to watch the fireworks.  He believes that if he can get them 

to the fireworks display, everything will work out. 

 

Mahabharata 

During a feedback session sometime in the spring, Andrew Shea, my thesis 

committee supervisor, suggested that I explore what was missed or lost between Naveen 

and his son during their three-year separation.  What bonds did they have that were now 

shattered?  Young children grow and change so fast.  What had changed in their 

relationship? 

Throughout my life, my father, like many Indian parents, always used stories 

from the two great Indian epics – the Ramayana and the Mahabharata – as a teaching 

tool.  The Indian epics influence every aspect of Indian culture – religion, art, music, 

festivals, dance, movies, and television.  Unlike Biblical stories in western culture, 

quoting from them does not necessitate any sort of religious belief.  Nearly every Indian 

is familiar with the stories whether they have actually read them or not.  I decided to 

search for a story from the Mahabharata that might parallel Naveen’s story. 

I found several stories of separation, but the one that I decided to use was the 

story of Arjuna’s travels to the Himalayas to seek Shiva’s help in preparation for a major 

war. Arjuna traveled to the Himalayas alone; he had left his wife and son behind.  He 

spent years meditating and performing penance; he was gone for years.  He sought 

Shiva’s help so that his side could win the war; he wanted to improve his family’s 

situation.  Although all of the accounts of the story I read stressed Arjuna’s journey as 

opposed to his family’s separation and ultimate reunion, it was implicitly there and would 

make a perfect parallel for my story.   
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I rewrote the script incorporating Arjuna’s story.  Before coming to America, 

Naveen uses the story to justify his leaving.  Naveen is a dreamer, and even after three 

years of failure, Naveen still sees himself as the hero in an epic journey.  He still believes 

that he must power through to win over his family and pave the way for them.  During 

their three-year separation, Aakash grows up.  When his father does not return as 

scheduled, he stops believing in stories.  Naveen believes that in order to win Aakash 

over, he must rekindle his belief in stories.  The only way to do that is to take him to see 

the fireworks.  In the Mahabharata, Arjuna only succeeds when he bows down to Shiva.  

Likewise, in my film, Naveen only succeeds when he finally shows humility.  He realizes 

that he needs his family to complete the journey. 

  

Bharat Natyam 

Bharat natyam is a classical Indian dance form commonly used to tell stories from 

the great Indian epics.  Through facial expressions and hand gestures, a single dancer can 

tell a complicated story often playing both characters in an exchange.  I had used bharat 

natyam is many of my previous theatrical projects.  Once I decided that I would try to 

incorporate Arjuna’s story into my film, I immediately felt that I needed a unique way to 

visualize it.  I did not want to shoot dramatizations of such an epic story.  In my mind, 

that would have destroyed its mythical quality.  Instead I decided to incorporate bharat 

natyam in the film to give a more abstracted visual depiction of the story.  In the film, 

Naveen begins having visions of a bharat natyam dancer.  He believes in his story so 

strongly, that he begins to see himself as Arjuna making his way towards Shiva.  If he 

can just make Aakash also see Shiva, everything will be okay.   
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Towards a Shooting Script 

By April of 2009, I knew that I had my story.  If I was really going to shoot in 

July, I had to turn my mind fully to pre-production.  However, I was still not completely 

satisfied with the script.  I wanted to tighten the dialogue and trim it down a little.  Being 

a male writer with a male protagonist, I wanted female input to ensure that Pauravi’s part 

was authentic and truthful.  Being an Indian writing about Indian characters, I wanted 

non-Indian input to make sure that I was not taking anything for granted – that I was not 

taking any leaps that a non-Indian audience would not be able to follow. 

I asked Jenny Connell, a writer in the MFA playwriting program, to take over the 

script.  It was nearly done, but I wanted her to polish it and also lend a female, non-Indian 

perspective.  I had met her in Stephen Dietz’s adaptation screenwriting class, and I liked 

that her writing was always economical and active.  She brought the literary sensibilities 

of a playwright to her screenwriting.  She was also a very fast worker.  I could count on 

her to produce pages.  From that point on, I mostly did not touch the script.  I gave Jenny 

notes, and she made changes leaving me free to focus on pre-production. 
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PRE-PRODUCTION 

Pre-production is a process of working a variety of different angles 

simultaneously.  Trying to present that progress chronologically would just result in a 

jumble.  Instead, here are the major milestones presented by category. 

 

Assembling a Team 

One of my favorite aspects of filmmaking and theater is the magic that happens 

when you open up your creative ideas to collaboration with the right people.  My first 

task was finding those people.   

Kim Hall, a film school classmate, has become a dear friend in a very short while.  

She was the production designer for my last film and immediately signed on to 

production design Fatakra.  More than just a production designer, Kim was a confidant 

that I could turn to for support throughout the filmmaking process.  

For a producer, I recruited close friend, Ninaad Vaidya.  Thanks to the recession, 

Ninaad was between jobs and was basically free for the summer before starting his MBA 

in the fall.  Ninaad had no film producing experience, but he had acted, directed, and 

produced plays for my theater troupe in Houston.  He also brought years of management 

experience from the business world.  I promised him a great adventure before he started 

business school.   

I had worked with Iskra Valtcheva on a number of occasions on other people’s 

films.  I found her an extremely talented and sensitive cinematographer, and I enjoyed her 

presence on set.  As a recent graduate, Iskra tends to be extremely busy taking numerous 

projects to make ends meet.  I knew that I would enjoy working with her, and that she 

would do a tremendous job, but I worried about how much time she would be able to give 
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to the project.  In low-budget filmmaking, one mitigates financial limitations with 

investments of time and preparation.  Even though she was out of town working fourteen-

hour days, gaffing a feature, she asked me to send her the script.  She said that she would 

read it and get back to me when she returned from the shoot.  Instead, I received a page-

long email just two days later analyzing various elements of the script and detailing the 

cinematic possibilities that she was already seeing.  Although we still had to work 

through several scheduling hurdles, I had my cinematographer. 

I recruited Miguel Alvarez, a fellow filmmaker that I respect for both his 

filmmaking skill and his engineering mind, to be my first assistant director.  Miguel 

would schedule the shoot, but could only be available for half of the actual production 

days.  Micah Barber, another organized and calming presence on set, came onboard to 

fill-in for Miguel on the days that he was not available.  On my last film, I did not have 

an experienced AD, so I found myself worrying more about the schedule than my job as a 

director and compromised too quickly too often.  With Miguel and Micah as my tag-team 

AD team, I would have the luxury of fighting for what I wanted and letting someone else 

worry about the schedule.  Alex Blair, a former student that I knew I could rely on, joined 

the team as a co-producer.  Alison Heryer, who also costume designed my last film, 

signed on to costume design Fatakra.  Colin Harrington, who had gaffed my last film, 

agreed to gaff this film as well.  Finally, even though Arzan Gonda was not available to 

play Pauravi, she agreed to choreograph the dance sequence.  From that point on, I left it 

to each department head to fill out their crews offering suggestions and help whenever 

needed. 
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Casting 

Thanks to experience with my theater troupe in Houston and my previous two 

short films, I am mostly aware of the South Asian acting talent in the Texas area.  

Although there are a few skilled actors, I knew that none of them would be appropriate 

for my two leads.  At twenty-seven, Amit Patel, the actor and friend that I had worked 

with for my previous two films, was too young to play Naveen.  Arzan Gonda, a talented 

actress and dancer, was a perfect candidate for Pauravi, but her schedule as a dance 

teacher made her unavailable for a two-week shoot.  Obviously, there are more actors in 

Los Angeles and New York as compared to Austin, but when it comes to a niche group 

such as South Asian talent, the disparity is even more pronounced.  I knew that casting 

outside of Texas would add considerable expense to my production.  I would need to pay 

for trips to Los Angeles and New York to hold auditions.  I would also have to pay for 

the actors’ airfare, housing, and per diems during the shoot.  Despite the dance, 

fireworks, and magic realism, my film was basically a performance-driven film.  So I 

resolved to open up my casting call nation-wide. 

I booked flights to New York and Los Angeles for May.  In New York, I was able 

to rent cheap audition space at a small theater company.  In Los Angeles, one of my 

friends allowed me to host auditions in her office.  I quickly realized that the logistics 

were the easy party.  The hard part, as is always the case, is finding the talent.  I put up 

casting notices on LA Casting and Breakdown Express.  I did not want to close myself 

off to the possibility of finding someone locally, so I also posted to Austin Actors and 

Southwest Casting.  Often the best actors are either busy working or just rely on leads 

from their agents, so I knew that I could not solely rely on posting to find the best actors. 

I began contacting other South Asian directors and actors that I knew around the country 

and asked them for recommendations.  I paid for an IMDB Pro account, and began 
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scouring the cast lists of South Asian films.  To convince experienced actors to work on a 

student short with no pay, I needed to be able to contact them directly and circumvent 

agents.  With names in hand, I could usually find contact info by searching Google, 

Facebook, IMDB Pro, or through another contact.   

After three days of auditions in New York, I was most impressed with Samrat 

Chakrabarti.  Of all of the actors that I had read, he was by far the most accomplished.  

He was also the most prepared for the audition.  He kept the sides in hand, but it was 

obvious that he was nearly off book.  He had grown a beard to appear older and came in 

dressed for the part.  His reading was truthful and moving, and he responded perfectly to 

direction.   My only reservation was that he was thirty-three years old.  I was hoping to 

cast someone in his late thirties.  In my mind, making the characters older automatically 

helped raise the stakes because it would be more painful and difficult to bounce back 

from a failed relationship.  A few days before I left for Los Angeles, Samrat called me to 

say that he had just been offered another part.  He said that he preferred my film, but that 

he would take the other part unless I could commit.  I had to make a decision without 

reading any of the actors in Los Angeles, some of who were closer to my target age.  That 

night I rented films with the most promising actors on my Los Angeles audition list.  I 

watched reels and television episodes.  Kim encouraged me to go with Samrat. Despite 

what he lacked in years, Kim believed that he was closer to the hopeful everyman that I 

wanted for Naveen.  He seemed more blue-collar and world-weary than even some of the 

older actors.  Also, he conveyed a fatherly tenderness in his eyes.  I agreed. 

Casting Pauravi proved to be more difficult.  After auditions in Los Angeles and 

New York, I was torn between several actresses.  Ideally, I would have hosted callbacks 

and had the actresses read with Samrat before making the final decision.  Unfortunately, I 

did not have the time or money to arrange that.  At this point, Ninaad had shifted his 
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home base from Houston to my apartment in Austin and was working on the film full-

time.  Together, we watched the taped auditions, reels, movies, and television clips for all 

of the actresses.  We ultimately cast Meena Serendib.  She had worked less than any of 

the other leading candidates, but her reading showed an understated vulnerability that 

was perfect for the part. Meena said that she was a classically trained dancer, but I cast 

her without ever seeing her dance.  I had resolved to cast based on acting ability instead 

of dancing ability.  I could always scale back the dancing in the film or use a dancing 

double.  It was not until her first rehearsal with the choreographer that I realized just how 

good of a dancer she was – a bit of unplanned luck. 

 I chose to cast the child actor locally because I did not want to contend with the 

complexities of caring for a child away from home.  After reading a few Latino child 

actors and the two or three Indian children that responded to my posts, I put Ninaad in 

charge of finding more candidates through his contacts in the Indian community.  He 

found Ritik Goyal through a local religious organization.  Ritik had acted in some of the 

group’s plays.  When Ninaad and I visited his home in Austin, we found a precocious 

nine-year old with incredibly cooperative parents.  Ritik was smart, understood the 

character and the situation, and was expressive.  Before we left, he played “Funky Town” 

on his electronic keyboard and “Day Tripper” on his guitar.  We had a true performer on 

our hands. 

 I drove to Houston to audition Raj Vats, a software entrepreneur who was getting 

work playing Indian characters in regional commercials.  Somehow one of my email 

blasts had made its way to Raj.  After a short audition, I offered him the part of the Motel 

Owner on the spot.  I finalized casting by offering Conrad Gonzales the part of 

Firecracker Dad.  I had seen him in enough films to know that he would make the perfect 

all-American dad to contrast with Samrat’s Naveen. 
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Research Trip 

 In 1965, United States immigration laws changed from an emphasis on per 

country quotas to seeking immigrants with professional degrees.  The change opened the 

door for qualified professionals – engineers, doctors, and scientists – from India.  This 

partially accounts for the professional and economic success of Indians in America.  They 

are a specially selected group.  

 Amongst Indians, Gujaratis have always been known as being particularly 

entrepreneurial.  Gujarat is a coastal state full of port cities.  Gujaratis also dominate 

much of the business world in Mumbai, India’s financial capital.  During the economic 

downturn of the 1980s, many Indian immigrants lost their jobs.  Rather than waiting out 

the recession, many Indians – with a high percentage of Gujaratis – chose to open small 

businesses instead.  They took over liquor stores, convenience stores, and off-brand 

motels.  Over the years, they have opened restaurants, Indian specialty stores, importing 

and exporting businesses, and more recently, outsourcing operations.  As a common 

stereotype suggests, many motels are owned by Indians with the last name “Patel.”  Patel 

is a Gujarati last name. 

 As early immigrants began filing sponsorship papers for relatives and friends, 

Indian immigration has diversified.  The success of early Indian immigrants hides the fact 

that some of these newer immigrants are not as well educated or well financed and face 

greater difficulty settling in America.  Many of these less-educated Indian immigrants 

find work in businesses owned by other Indians.  Some find cheap living quarters in 

motels owned by other Indians.  One of my goals with Fatakra was to tell the story of 

these newer immigrants. 

 I heard about an Indian motel in Houston where the owner had converted half of 

his rooms into long-term stay rooms.  Indian immigrants occupied all of these rooms.  
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Kim, Ninaad, and I made a road trip to visit the motel.  We saw a community of families 

that all lived in basic motel rooms with an added kitchenette.  We spent several hours 

visiting the families usually speaking in Gujarati or Hindi.  Most of the families openly 

invited us to look around their homes often even offering us tea.  Kim took pictures of 

pots and pans, stowed away suitcases, and religious altars.   

 Many of the families had been living in the motel for years.  We met one family 

that was renting four consecutive connecting rooms.  They had opened all of the interior 

doors to create one large apartment.  The family consisted of three generations complete 

with grandparents, two sons with their wives, and numerous grandchildren.  They had 

been living there for seven years.  Another couple in their fifties had moved to America 

just a year ago.  A distant relative had filed sponsorship papers for them ten years ago.  

After years of waiting, they finally received their green cards.  Their children were now 

over eighteen so did not qualify to receive green cards with their parents. Still, they 

decided that they wanted to give America a try for at least a few years to make some 

money.  The husband worked as a janitor at a nearby hospital while the wife worked as a 

nanny.  Neither spoke much English.   

 The families chose to live in the motel over a traditional apartment for a variety of 

reasons.  They did not have to worry about finding furniture.  They could rent month-to-

month without a lease or a deposit.  The motel was located in the center of the city where 

they could easily access Houston’s limited bus system.  Most important, though, was the 

sense of community they enjoyed there.  As evening fell, neighbors visited each other’s 

rooms or congregated outside, an older couple went for a walk around the motel, and 

children began playing cricket in the parking lot. 

 In at least three of the rooms, I saw sewing machines.  I learned that in each of 

those homes someone had worked as a tailor in India.  They perform alterations for the 
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local Indian clothing stores to supplement their incomes.  I decided to make Naveen a 

tailor.  It serves as one more thing that infuriates Pauravi beneath the lines.  One of 

Naveen’s rationales for leaving India was that there was no future in tailoring in India.  

As the retail industry grows in India, fewer and fewer people are getting their clothes 

tailored.  Naveen argues that in America he will make a new career for himself.  When 

she arrives and sees the sewing machine and clothes from jobs hanging in the room, she 

immediately knows that Naveen has not been successful in finding a new career.  

 

Defining the Look 

Iskra, Kim, Alison, and I began meeting regularly to start defining the look.  I 

checked out numerous Indian art books from the Fine Arts Library and brought these to 

the meetings.  As a group, we began discussing the themes of the film and how we could 

support them with our visual design.   

We decided on two major visual progressions for the film – from colorless to 

colorful and from cool to warm.  The film opens in Naveen’s cold, colorless motel room.  

The claustrophobic room blocks light out and traps people inside.  In the parking lot, the 

hot Texas sun washes away color and beats down on the characters.  Initially, Pauravi’s 

clothing provides the only hint of color.  That evening, the motel crowd sets off small 

fireworks in the parking lot.  As the sun sets, warm reds and oranges fill the sky.  During 

this magical hour, Naveen pushes the car towards the hilltop, towards the dancing 

Pauravi who is now dressed in her most colorful outfit.  When he finally arrives, and the 

family is reunited, colorful fireworks light the sky.   

Iskra and I both decided that Kodak super 16mm film would be the most 

appropriate format for shooting Fatakra.  I could not afford shooting on 35mm, and we 

preferred 16mm’s grittier, dirtier look for the film.  We briefly considered the RED 
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camera and other flavors of HD but quickly eliminated them because digital formats 

would not provide the exposure latitude necessary to capture the many interior/exterior 

moments in the script.  I decided to get a one-light initial telecine of the film immediately 

after the shoot and then go back for a supervised transfer of selects after locking picture.  

This adds cost to the post process, but it would be the only way to ensure the look of the 

film, and with more than half of the story taking place outside during the day, we would 

need all of the help we could get. 

In early July, we carried out a round of camera tests to finalize the look.  Kim 

tried out different paints for the motel interiors.  Alison tested different colors for the 

wardrobe.  Iskra tested different lighting setups, lenses, exposure settings, and even 

different shutter speeds for the fireworks scene.  I asked Tara Cooper, the makeup artist 

to test her makeup plan with some stand-ins.  I wanted her to gain practice working with 

Indian skin tones and to also test subtly aging the actors.  When we got the test footage 

back, we gathered to make our final decisions for the look of the film.  We selected a 

blue/gray color for the motel walls and chose to make Naveen’s shirt a similar hue so that 

it would blend into his surroundings.  We decided to use red to offset Pauravi from 

Naveen’s world.  We would dress Aakash, whose name literally means sky, in a blue 

shirt. 

  

 

Location Scouting 

Outside of casting, the most time consuming aspect of pre-production was 

location scouting.  The most important location was the motel.  In my last film, I was able 

to fake interiors and exteriors with different locations.  However, since Fatakra involved 

so many scenes that take place at the doorway or through the window, we felt that it was 
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necessary to find one location that would work for everything.  I wanted to create the 

illusion of a small, rundown Texas town that was hard hit by the recession.  We needed a 

two-story motel that looked decrepit and would allow us to paint and decorate the interior 

to meet our needs.  It needed to feel like the absolute cheapest place in town, one that no 

one who could afford better would chose to visit.  I wanted the motel to get as close to 

looking like the rundown Indian buildings from the paintings that we had selected as our 

visual guides while still being believably set in America.  When I was growing up, there 

were numerous off-brand motels throughout Texas that would have been perfect, but in 

recent times, most motels have become franchisees of one of the major chains.  To meet 

franchise requirements, the motels have to meet certain standards and usually follow the 

color rules of the chain.  We tried to save time by searching Google Maps for the 

remaining off-brand motels.  Ultimately, Kim, Ninaad, and I spent several days just 

driving around Austin and visiting small towns within an hour and half radius of the city.  

We found the perfect motel in Giddings, Texas.  It was a privately owned motel 

called “The Economy Inn.”  Everything about the motel was rundown.  Further, it was 

across the highway from an abandoned peanut factory.  The entire town of Giddings was 

an ideal setting for the film.  I learned from the Chamber of Commerce that Giddings had 

boomed during the Texas oil rush.  However, ever since the oil dried up, money and 

people have been flowing away, and the town was slowly dying.  Most importantly, an 

active train track was visible from the motel.  The prospect of paying homage to Satyajit 

Ray in my film was too much for me to pass up.  It took me three visits to convince the 

owner to allow us to film at his motel.  As expected, the owner was Gujarati, and yes, a 

Patel. 

Giddings was about 90 minutes away from Austin.  I had been on other student 

shoots where the crew drove this distance daily to shoot, but I did not feel comfortable 
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forcing my crew to do that.  I decided that we would stay in Giddings on the days that we 

were shooting at the motel.   This added the cost of rooms for the entire crew and a third 

meal for those days.   

I wanted Naveen to push the car past various locations during golden hour for a 

pushing montage.  These were quick shots, so I thought that we could just pick them up 

on some of the days that we were shooting at the motel.  We selected various pushing 

locations in Giddings – a neighborhood, a bridge over a train track, and of course, the 

abandoned peanut factory.   For the fireworks scene, we discovered that the Dell 

Diamond has a professional fireworks display at the end of every Round Rock Express 

Friday home game.  We found a nearby cornfield that we could use as a vantage point.  

From the cornfield, we could set up our shots so that the fireworks would be visible but 

the stadium and the city lights would be completely hidden.  The only problem was that 

we now had to plan our shoot around a minor league baseball schedule.  Rounding out 

our location search, Kim found an excellent hill in Manor for the final pushing scene.   

 

Shot Listing 

 Iskra and I watched all three films from Satyajit Ray’s Apu Trilogy together.  I 

did not have any specific shots from the film that I wanted to show her.  Instead, I just 

wanted her to absorb the inspirational force behind my film and my filmmaking.  We 

talked about Ray’s humanism.  We talked about how he mixed tenderness, playfulness, 

romance, and tragedy in the same film.  Technically, we discussed his blocking and 

camera movements.  I do not know if we adopted any specific shots from the films, but I 

do know it was an underlying frame of reference. 

 I asked Iskra not to do any preliminary shot listing before we met, and I promised 

to do the same.  I wanted us to meet without any preconceived notions about the shots 



 24 

and truly develop them together.  We spent about two days to shot list the entire film.  

After that, we met a few more times to refine the shots to take into account discoveries 

about the locations, changes in blocking, or scheduling constraints. 

 

Rehearsals 

I began rehearsing with Ritik well before Samrat and Meena arrived in Austin.  

One of the rules of low-budget filmmaking is to never work with children.  I was only 

going to have two days of rehearsal with my two leads, I was shooting on film, and I had 

a child actor who had never been in a movie.  I wanted to do everything I could in 

rehearsal to prepare Ritik before the shoot.  But there was no need to worry.  Ritik is truly 

a gifted child.  He rehearsed tirelessly, and through a series of games, improvisations, and 

script readings, he developed a solid characterization.  When Samrat and Meena arrived 

in Austin, and the three began working together, the script quickly came alive. 

  

 



 25 

PRODUCTION 

 The night before the shoot, I suggested to Iskra that we go to Giddings and sleep 

at the motel.  Kim and her crew were already there painting and prepping the location for 

the shoot.  That night, I slept in Naveen’s motel room.   

 We began shooting the next morning with the very first scene of the film.  Since 

this is a film about a family reuniting and the difficulties of that process, I wanted to use 

the awkwardness of the first production day to feed the awkwardness of the moment.  

The actors were still feeling each other out which was perfect for the characters.  Of 

course, the first day awkwardness also carried over to me, and I made several choices that 

I would regret months later in the editing room.  But we made our day as planned making 

it a terrific first day of shooting. 

 That night our picture car arrived in Giddings.  We had found the perfect beat-up, 

old hatchback for Naveen’s car.  The owner was trying to sell the car on Craigslist and 

agreed to rent it to us for an extremely low fee.  The only problem was that the car 

arrived to Giddings in tow.  It had died somewhere along the way from Austin.  The car 

was playing the next day, so there was no time to find a new one.  I was stuck.  

Thankfully, the car never had to actually be driven during the film.  However, it would 

now need to be towed wherever we needed to move it.  Ninaad and Alex rented a UHaul 

tow so that we could transport the car safely and efficiently during the shoot. 

 The next day, we got our first taste of shooting outside in the Texas summer.  We 

spent the whole day shooting the sequence of scenes that shows Aakash running to the 

car and later locking the doors as Naveen tries to get in.  It was a relatively fun sequence 

to shoot filled with action and a variety of camera moves including several handheld 

shots.  It was also extremely hot. 
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 That night, Arzan came to Giddings to show Meena the dance that she had 

choreographed.  I have worked with Arzan a number of times before and we have a 

terrific working relationship.  We spoke on the phone several times about what I wanted, 

but this was the first time I was seeing the dance.  Arzan’s dance was terrific and 

incredibly complex.  Surprisingly, Meena was able to learn the basics of the dance that 

same night.  She only needed a few days of practice to perfect it.  We digitally recorded 

the dance so that Meena could have it for practice and that Iskra and I could use it to plan 

our shots. 

 On the third day, we began with the scene where Pauravi locks Naveen out of the 

motel room.  We continued to two scenes between Naveen and Aakash at the car.  The 

only complication arose when we began shooting the scene with the Motel Owner.  I had 

not had the chance to rehearse with Raj.  In fact, I had not even seen him since the day I 

cast him at his house several weeks earlier.  Now on set, his performance was coming 

across much broader than during the audition. As a director with a theater background, I 

am accustomed to working out performance during rehearsal and only making minor 

adjustments on set.  This was the first time I had to overhaul a performance while 

shooting.  It took a lot of valuable time, but I fought for the time that I needed – 

something I would not have felt comfortable doing if I did not have a good AD worrying 

about the schedule.  The scene also got complicated for another reason.  When the 

manager interrupts the conversation between Aakash and Naveen, a two-person scene 

becomes a three-person scene.  Iskra and I had worked this out before, but as we cut, 

combined, and simplified shots to make up time, we ran into a number of line questions.  

Luckily, Miguel was there to help me work it out.  That night, we wrapped our first phase 

in Giddings and returned to Austin.  The next day was Friday, and we had a baseball 

game to catch. 
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 Crew call was four hours before we expected the game to end.  The fireworks 

show was only ten minutes long, and we only had once chance to catch it.  If anything 

went wrong, I would never be able to get a shot of the family and the fireworks in the 

same frame.  It was the most exhilarating shot of the production so far.  As Iskra worked 

with her team to get the generators and lights going, I rehearsed with the actors.  The 

front half of the car is in frame.  Aakash gets out of the car and stares at the fireworks in 

the sky.  Naveen and Pauravi walk to the hood of the car.  Naveen puts his arm around 

Pauravi.  The family watches the fireworks together.   

We heard the game end on the radio, and then for fifteen minutes we waited.  It 

was a nerve-racking silence.  We had scouted the show twice before and both times the 

fireworks began immediately after the game.  Had the show been cancelled?  Was there a 

technical issue?  And then we heard the first blast.  Immediately, we began rolling our 

two cameras.  One was setup for the wide shot with the fireworks and the family both in 

the frame.  The other was a single of just the fireworks.  We ran the scene four times.  At 

the end of the show, Iskra had the amazing presence of mind to gently tilt up just as the 

last burst of color faded into a cloud of smoke.  We all immediately knew that she had 

just captured the last shot of the film.   

We finished the night by setting up a lighting gag Iskra had devised during the 

test shoot.  To shoot the reverse of the actors as they watched the fireworks, she set up a 

large silk above the camera and blasted colored lights through it.  This allowed us to 

shoot the family’s reactions as color from the “fireworks” played on their faces.  

 After a day off, the crew returned to Giddings for four more days of shooting at 

the motel.  Our scenes with the most extras were scheduled for our first day back.  During 

one scene, Naveen convinces Aakash to release the parking break of the car.  He then 

pushes the car out of the parking lot.  All around him families enjoy a July 4th picnic as 
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children play with smoke balls and sparklers.  Before each take, the art department raced 

to light sparklers and smoke balls for the extras.  Tragically, a spark from a sparkler 

landed on a smoke ball causing it to explode in a crewmember’s hand burning her finger. 

We were using sparklers and smoke bombs specifically because they were not classified 

as fireworks and the Giddings fire department considered them safe enough to use 

without professional supervision.   That night, the crewmember went to the emergency 

room because of the pain.  Fortunately, the burn healed fully.  I was shaken for the next 

two days.  Film sets are inherently fraught with danger, and I spent the rest of the shoot 

wary of another accident. 

 Our sixth shooting day was the most difficult day of the production for me.  We 

began the day with the peeing scene, which was shot on steadicam.  There was no 

dialogue in the sequence, but getting the timing down between actors and camera took a 

considerable amount of time.  We moved on to one of the most complicated shots in the 

film – the trick shot where Naveen climbs onto the roof of the car, the camera tilts down, 

Aakash looks up, the camera follows Aakash’s gaze to reveal Naveen staring at his vision 

of the dancer on the balcony.  Again, getting the timing down for all of the movement 

burned a lot of time.  By the time we finally got to the last scene of the day, the archery 

scene, we only had a few hours left.  Making matters worse, I changed the blocking of the 

scene, which completely threw out our planned shot list.  I basically made up the shots as 

we went.  Iskra worked quickly to adjust.  The scene worked beautifully in the edit, but it 

was the first time during the shoot where I was not confident that we had shot everything 

we needed when we wrapped. 

 Our last two days in Giddings both involved company moves.  On the first day, 

we spent two thirds of the day shooting in the motel and then ended the day at the nearby 

peanut factory.  On the second day, we began on the overpass playing morning for 
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evening, and then moved back to the motel.  Originally, we had three such days in the 

schedule, but I cut the neighborhood pushing shots to buy extra time for the dramatic 

scenes at the motel.  On both days, we devised a plan to get a shot of Naveen and a 

passing train in the same frame.  Unfortunately, for security reasons, there is no way to 

get an official train schedule.  So instead, we simply set up a second camera framed for 

our train shot.  We then sent production assistants down the track in both directions.  We 

continued shooting other coverage, but when either of the production assistants saw a 

train coming, we dropped everything and got our train shot.     

 I think everyone was happy to return home to their own beds after four days in 

Giddings.  The next day began a series of late calls.  We met at 2pm for a split day on the 

Manor hill for the final pushing scenes.  At the end of the day, Samrat was wrapped and 

most of the narrative was in the can.   

All that remained was Meena’s dance.  A day off gave Iskra and me a chance to 

work out our shots for the dance while Meena had time to practice.  The next day, we 

returned to the Manor hill at 4pm to shoot the day and night portions of the dance.   On 

the final day of the shoot, we met at 4pm just to shoot Meena dancing at golden hour on 

steadicam.  When the sun set, Fatakra was wrapped. 
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POST PRODUCTION 

Compared to pre-production and production, post was a luxurious process.  

Immediately after the shoot, I left the film behind to get married, go on a honeymoon, 

and move to New York.  From the beginning, I committed to giving myself a year to edit 

the film.  I knew that it would take me time to get settled in New York and look for work.  

More importantly, I wanted to give myself the time to fully explore all of the possibilities 

of the film.   

It was months before I began seriously editing the film.  I had my first rough cut 

by the beginning of February.  This cut adhered pretty closely to the shooting script.  

From February through May, I produced a new cut every couple of weeks.  In June, I was 

producing a new cut every week.  In July, as I made final revisions, I had a new cut every 

few days until I finally locked picture on July 27th. 

Since I was working in New York and most of the people I relied on for honest 

feedback lived in Austin, Vimeo proved an invaluable tool.  I made a list of all of the 

people that I wanted to seek feedback from and rationed them out over the various stages 

of the editing process.  I wanted to make sure that I saved people for fresh perspectives 

right to the very end.  In the last two weeks before locking picture, I got in the habit of 

sending out a Vimeo link to people each morning, acting on feedback throughout the 

course of the day, and setting up Vimeo to upload the latest cut before I went to sleep.   

 I cut Pauravi boiling milk because too many people did not understand the 

significance of the ritual, and it was not worth explaining.  I had already cut Naveen 

pushing the car in the neighborhood during production, but I cut him pushing the car past 

the peanut factory during post.  Outside of those major changes, most of the realistic 
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scenes of the film adhered pretty closely to the shooting script.  It was mostly a matter of 

finding some shortcuts while allowing other moments the time to breathe.   

The real work was deciding how to deal with the fantastical elements – how to 

weave in Naveen’s vision of the dancer and Arjuna’s story from the Mahabharata.  My 

most difficult decision was whether or not to keep Naveen’s vision of the dancer on the 

motel balcony.  I never fully decided what the dancer represented.  Did Naveen believe 

that Pauravi had come outside dressed as the dancer?  Or did he think that he saw Shiva?  

I think at that point in the film, even Naveen is unsure of what he was seeing.  I decided 

to keep the moment because it is an important image that is necessary to earn the ending 

of the film.  Rather than cutting to Naveen looking at the other families after seeing the 

dancer as in the script, I immediately cut from the dancer on the balcony to the Shiva 

statue inside the motel and then to Pauravi staring at the statue.  I think this series of cuts 

helps to clarify that the dancer was not Pauravi but some sort of vision.  When we come 

back to Naveen, he is sitting on the car hood thinking about what he just saw.  The vision 

propels him to his decision – pushing the car to the fireworks, towards Shiva. 

To prepare the audience for the vision of the dancer on the balcony, I felt that the 

audience needed to have some warning of the magical realism of the world early on.  I 

added a surreal image of the dancer with a voice over of Naveen introducing Arjuna’s 

story at the start of the film.   

In the script, Naveen actually retells Arjuna’s story to Aakash as he pushes the 

car.  In the final version of the film, I cut Naveen retelling the story.  Instead, the story is 

told through voice over.  Just like the story itself, voice over gives Naveen’s telling of the 

story a timeless quality.  The disembodied voice could be Naveen telling the story right 

now in the present, or it could be Naveen telling the story back in India before he left.  In 

some ways, it is actually both.  I also decided not to show the dancer or begin Naveen’s 



 32 

voice over until he gets to the hill.  Naveen pushing the car out of the motel parking lot, 

on the highway, and over the bridge, are all completely realistic.  Only once Naveen gets 

to the hill, and he is growing more exhausted, and the sun has started to set, do the voice 

over and the images of the dancer begin.  The hill is a magical place, and golden hour is a 

magical time, allowing surreal elements to seep into the film.   

After locking picture, the rest of post proceeded quickly.  I returned to Texas to 

complete the sound design, mix, and final color grade.  Meanwhile, Samrat Chakrabarti, 

the same person who had played Naveen, scored the film back in New York.  By the end 

of August, the film was finished. 
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LOOKING FORWARD 

After completing a thesis film and a master of fine arts, one would expect to have 

a firm idea about the type of films one wants to make.  In theater, I feel directors are 

allowed more freedom to swing from one type of work to another.  In film, however, it 

seems that directors must be able to articulate the type of work that they do.  

Unfortunately, I am still struggling with that task.  I said earlier, that I wanted to become 

a director to create moments that move others the same way Satyajit Ray’s films moved 

me.  That remains true.   

Fatakra is my first film where I feel that I realized my initial intent, not just 

realized the script, but actually accomplished what I set out to do when I first had the 

impulse.  That is an incredibly satisfying feeling.  I would like to continue making films 

where that holds true.  I believe accomplished this requires only acting upon impulses 

that can be fully realized with my means.   It also requires only acting upon impulses that 

can survive the process of making the film.  I hope that by keeping that much discipline, I 

will find my way. 
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APPENDIX 1: ORIGINAL SHOOTING SCRIPT 
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APPENDIX 2: SHOOTING SCHEDULE 

 



 50 



 51 

 



 52 

APPENDIX 3: SHOT LIST 

Sc. Shot Description / Location / Time Notes 
      
1 INT./EXT. MOTEL ROOM - DAY seduction; door open 
1A Series of stills: INS low angle of clothes/tilt down.   
1C INS dirty faucet in bathroom.   

1D  

WS Naveen enters, puts keys down, sees 
silhouette, anticipation, she walks in through door. 
He walks into CU, turns into OTS (his L shoulder) w/ 
her silhouette at the door.  

9.8mm, through 
bathroom door 

1E MS Naveen reverse   
1G INS coconut   

1H 

MS Pauravi smashing coconut. Naveen walks into it. 
Dolly back as she walks to the bed, he stays behind 
her. She's in a MCU, takes in the surroundings. 
Naveen approaches behind her. dolly; move bed 

1J CU of her face, his face.   
1K INS his hands on her hands.   

1M 
2S turns into WS of Akash in doorway, their bodies 
move to reveal him, cover Naveen run out. 25mm 

1N 

Slight LA, reverse 2S Pauravi and Naveen, she's in 
the L third of frame, putting pressure on him. 
Naveen steps out of frame. 25mm 

1O CU Aakash from Naveen's perspective   

1P CU Naveen, reverse LA   
      
2 EXT. MOTEL ROOM - BALCONY - DAY   

2B 

WS Aakash runs into stairway. Naveen steps into 
frame, leans on railing, looks down. Pan L/tilt down 
to reveal Aakash running to the car.   

      
3 EXT. MOTEL - PARKING LOT/BALCONY - DAY   

3B 
WS Aakash's POV of the motel, clean. Naveen goes 
inside. 

25mm, unbalanced 
composition 

3C 
CU Naveen (profile from balcony), he decides to go 
back into room.    

3D CU Aakash, objective POV   
      
4 INT./EXT. MOTEL ROOM/BALCONY - DAY   door closed (mostly) 

  

1st beat: he is romancing her, beckoning her to 
bed, 2S's, inserts of touching. Through "Call this 
number". How much can we put them in one shot?   
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2nd beat: how much can we separate them? He's in 
a daydream, honeymoon, she's frustrated with the 
phone, until she slams it. 2nd seduction is him 
trying to paint a beautiful picture.    

  

3dr beat: they're more normal. Lots of movement. 
OTS's. She's outside, he's inside. He rushes to get 
the phone right, because she's gonna see Aakash.   

      
4A Her POV of parking lot.  same setup as 2B 
4B Single Pauravi from balcony level (profile) same setup as 3C 

4D 
2S: It's a race, he's gotta get her back in before she 
panics - he gets the phone. Need relationship shot.    

4E 

2S Naveen and Pauravi, Naveen walks to fgnd picks 
up phone, Pauravi walks to bkgnd outside, then 
they switch places.   

4F 

2S thru window, follow Naveen walking out, Pauravi 
closes door, pan to Naveen's profile behind locked 
door, Pauravi talks on phone in left 3rd of frame, 
when she walks away, leave it empty.   

      

5 
EXT. MOTEL ROOM - BALCONY/STAIRCASE - 
DAY   

5A 
Dolly w/ rails in fgnd, camera all the way up on 
sticks, R to L. dolly 

5B 
Naveen enters staircase towards camera, runs 
down the stairs away from camera.   

      
6 EXT. MOTEL - BALCONY/PARKING LOT - DAY   

6A 
Dolly L to R w/ Naveen (camera behind car), past 
car, he walks towards car in fgnd.  dolly, 16-20ft, 50mm 

6B Push in on Aakash, he shuts trunk door.   

6C 
Camera inside, Naveen walks up (MS to CU). 
Clean/Dirty.   

6D 
Single of Naveen's reaction to the door closing, 
clean handheld 

6E 
Single Aakash through back window, he starts 
climbing.    

6G 
HH dolly, "countermove" L to R w/ Naveen circles 
around car. 

dolly (same track as 
6A) 

6H 

HH dolly, follow with profile of Aakash crawling 
through seats, Naveen tries to catch up in fgnd. 
(shooting through Naveen). dolly 

6I.1 Aakash's single for dialogue through glass.   
6J Insert of keys in ignition.    
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6K 

Profile/OTS Naveen stands up, looks towards 
balcony, rack to Pauravi watching. Cover dialogue, 
Pauravi walk back into the room. jib 

6L 
Naveen's single for dialogue through glass. Cover 
final look from end of scene.   

6M 
LS Naveen HA, over Pauravi' shoulder from balcony. 
Cover him walking back towards hotel.   

6N 
Naveen walks towards camera on balcony (continue 
into Sc.7) dolly 

6O SER action INS (CU hand grabbs door, etc.)   
      
6B INT./EXT. MOTEL ROOM - DAY    

6B.1 

WS Pauravi locks door, diagonal dolly w/ Naveen 
walking R to L through window, end on CU Pauravi 
at the door, she turns towards camera. 

dolly (or just pan). 
25mm, move bed. 

      

7 INT./EXT. MOTEL ROOM/BALCONY - DAY 
separation; train; 
2nd unit 

7A 

Profile Naveen at the door, push in on Naveen's 
profile for realization, "He won't talk to me", cover 
through the end of scene.    

7B 
Single of Pauravi at door, pan R into a 2S (Naveen's 
face through a small gap in the curtain).   

7C ECU Pauravi by window (punch in).   
7D ECU Naveen through window (punch in).   

7E 
Single Naveen turns towards train, pan with his look 
to LS of train. 

same setup as 7A. 
Gotta wait on train. 

7F MS profile Pauravi at the door: "I didn't. You left." 35mm 
      

8 EXT. MOTEL - PARKING LOT - DAY 
extra pressure on 
Naveen 

8A 

Camera inside car, pan through toys and food in the 
middle seat, CU of Akash's face, tilt up to Naveen 
walking in frame and looking at his soon sleeping. 
Naveen knocks. Dialogue. He looks up. Dialogue. 
Crotch coverage.   

8A.1 Same angle, cover end of the scene. same as 8A 

8B 
Single Aakash through window for reverse 
coverage.   

8B.1 Same angle, cover end of the scene. same as 8B 
8C LS car drives away at front office, manager waves.   
8D Single Naveen stands up, waves back. Objective.   
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8F 

2S favoring manager, over Naveen's L shoulder, 
he's walked up to the car: "so your family made 
it?", pan R as they walk further, and cover through 
the end.   

8G 

Aakash's POV of manager poking his head through 
window, gets up and says line, dialogue crotch 
coverage.   

8H 
Single Aakash reverse, looking back at manager 
(camera inside car). 

shoot w/ window 
open 

8I 

Camera through open hatchback: Aakash looks 
around, eyeline follows Naveen, climbs into back 
seat, watches conversation between Naveen and 
manager, Aakash climbs back into middle seat as 
manager walks off.   

8J 
Aakash's POV of Naveen and manager's 
conversation, dirty from inside car.     

8K 

Camera in front seat, Naveen runs toward stairs in 
bkgnd, over Aakash's L shoulder, he turns toward 
camera and pulls out Mahabharata.   

8L INS of Mahabharata over Aakash's R shoulder.   

8M 

HA camera looking down through staircase railing, 
Naveen runs through, tilt up, he runs past camera 
(picasa 39). STAIRCASE 

8N 
2S favoring Naveen, car in bkgnd (Aakash watches 
them).   

      

9 
INT./EXT. MOTEL 
ROOM/BALCONY/STAIRCASE - DAY   

9A 

Profile Naveen (over R shoulder) bangs on the door, 
pause, she opens, dialogue, he steps in, she closes 
door. He walks about, walks to the window. Master. from the roof 

9B 
Single Naveen looking through window, camera 
inside room.   

9C MS roaming, follow Pauravi looking for gift. 
"black box" around 
camera on balcony 

9F INS porn magazines.   
9G INS anklets   

9H 
Naveen's arm gets caught, he falls towards camera 
on balcony.   

9I 
INS her head on the door, she is noticeably 
collapsing, loses her footing a bit (from inside).   

9J INS his foot (from inside)   

9K 
INS his hands disappear inside her dress (from 
inside).   

9L CU Pauravi (from outside of room)   
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9M CU Naveen (from inside of room)   
9O INS her foot kicks his out.   

9P 
INS his arm getting caught in the door (from 
inside).   

9Q 

Camera inside room behind Pauravi: "You don't 
leave your family for three years". She slams her 
hand on the door.    

      

10 
EXT. MOTEL - PARKING LOT/BALCONY - 
AFTERNOON 

extras; direct light 
on landing 

9S 
Naveen's POV of car, searching for Aakash, LS, 
Steadicam. steadi 

9U 

Steadicam, profile Naveen, starts crawling towards 
camera, lead him down landing, watch him turn into 
staircase, follow down first flight of stairs, end 
frame dutch on the second flight. Extras. STAIRCASE; steadi 

10A 
LS Aakash's POV of Naveen, follow him run across 
landing steadi? 

10B 

Single of Aakash watches Naveen, zips up, takes 
off, camera leads (steadicam), Aakash falls, and 
looks towards Naveen. steadi 

10E 

CU Naveen, camera spins CCW around him and 
follow on the way to car, see Aakash get to car first 
and shut the passenger's side door on Naveen's 
good arm, camera ends up over Naveen's R 
shoulder. Naveen drops bow and arrow. steadi 

      

10A EXT. MOTEL - PARKING LOT 
extras; direct light 
on landing 

10F 

Looking at car's passenger side: 2S Naveen (bottom 
frame) collapse outside facing camera, Aakash 
looks through window facing camera (top of frame): 
"What's that?" They turn. Pan/tilt L w/ Naveen 
going to bow and arrow, Aakash climbs through to 
back seat.   

10G 
MS Naveen pick up bow and arrow, walk up behind 
car, dialogue. (match 10I)   

10H 
INS Naveen's POV of bow and arrow on the ground, 
Naveen grabs gift box into a MS.   

10I MS Aakash through window.   

10J 

Frontal of car: Naveen banging on top of car,  JIB 
down with Aakash hiding low under dashboard, car 
stops shaking. Jib back up to Aakash wondering 
what the deal is, and up to  Naveen staring at vision 
of dancer (rack focus). jib 
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10L LS of Pauravi in dance costume on landing. lens baby 

10M Naveen single looking at her. 
from pickup 
truck/ladder 

10N INS black cats.   

10O 
WS everyone stares at Naveen's freak out, the 
empty landing. Discomfort. Tree in frame L.  sticks, extras 

10P 
INS puzzled faces, sparklers going HA (Naveen's 
POV from top of car) 

top of car/ladder; 
extras 

10Q 
LA Naveen on top of car, looks around, 
embarrassed.    

10R 
CU Naveen turns bow and arrow towards camera, 
foreshortened - rack from his eye to tip of arrow zoom/diopter 

10S INS arrow hits window (from inside car). arrow gag 
10T Quick dolly in "arrow POV" on Aakash dolly 
      
11 INT. MOTEL ROOM - AFTERNOON   
      

11B 
Fgnd: Pauravi lights incense. She gets up and 
waves it around the room. incense placement? 

11C INS of the stove, milk, OTS   

11D 
MS Pauravi sits on bed, watches milk boiling, push 
in. dolly; move bed 

11E POV of milk starting to boil.   
      
12 EXT. MOTEL - PARKING LOT - AFTERNOON extras: 30 ppl 

12A 

Camera faces car: Slow push into Naveen sitting on 
the hood, surrounded by kids running (kid wipes 
frame), he makes decision in MCU, gets up out of 
frame. dolly 

12B Single Naveen for dialogue (dirty) through windshield 
12C Single Aakash (dirty) through windshield 
12D INS gear shift   

12E 
Jib from 2S at windshield as Naveen runs to the 
back. First push.  jib 

12F 
CU Aakash reaction to car lifting off, "I'm driving!", 
3/4 from driver's window or windshield   

12H INS wheels starts to move, Naveen's feet.   

12L 
Profile of the car, firecracker dad and a group of 
extras in bkgnd. 

firecracker dad, 
extras 

12M 
Dolly slowly behind firecracker dad, Naveen: "No! I 
need to do this"   

12N SER INS on extras faces, camera creeps dolly 

12O 
Camera behind Aakash, looking through windshield, 
kids clear the way.   
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13 INT./EXT. MOTEL ROOM - AFTERNOON   
13A INS milk overflow, Pauravi turns off the stove.   

13B 
WS Pauravi looks through window, then opens the 
door.   

      

13B 
EXT. MOTEL ROOM - PARKING LOT/BALCONY- 
AFTERNOON extras 

13B.1 WS POV of Naveen clearing parking lot extras 

13B.2 
Jib from ELA to LA MS of Pauravi watching from 
landing 

jib inside the bed of 
a pickup truck 

      
14 EXT. FACTORY - SUNSET    

14A 

MCU Profile Aakash through driver's window, 
Naveen pushes through, reveal train tracks & water 
tower in bkgnd WS.   

14B Shooting through factory, LS through "hallway"   

14C Single Naveen pushes dolly. 

dolly (rig a long pole 
for him to push 
wide) 

14D Aakash's eye in rearview mirror.   
14E LA car pass by, tilt up reveal WS of factory.   
      
14B EXT. NEIGHBORHOOD - SUNSET    

14B.1 
Aakash through windshield, jib up to Naveen, car 
passes "below", long lens. (water tower in bkgnd) jib; Brenham & Titus 

14B.2 Pass by trailer house: Naveen profile.  

car dolly (pick up 
truck); Washington 
& Titus; 1st priority 

14B.3 
Pass by junk yard: Aakash profile. Camera in 
passenger seat. 

camera inside car; 
Houston & Titus 

14B.4 
Pass by house on stilts/mailboxes. Car is being 
pushed away from camera on street, perpendicular 

car dolly (pick up 
truck); Ellis & 
Brenham 

      
15A EXT. HILL - DANCE - SUNSET A + B camera 
      
15B EXT. HILL - DANCE - DUSK A + B camera 
      
15C EXT. HILL - DANCE - NIGHT A + B camera 
      
16 EXT. OVERPASS - SUNSET A + B camera 

16A 
3/4 Aakash passes through frame, to Naveen 
pushing, fast cars in bkgnd (L to R) A cam on overpass 
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16B 
WS train passes by, overpass in top of frame with 
car; car goes L to R. B cam 

16C LA LS car on top of overpass A cam 

16D 
INS tighter of train from ground level through 
columns (maintain screen direction from WS) B cam 

      
17 EXT. HILL - SUNSET/DUSK   

17A 

LA establishing of hill: tilt up road to final frame 
with car on second hil, big hill in bkgnd, very little 
sky. hihat 

17B Single Naveen from top of car camera on top of car 

17C POV of dancer on top of hill 
lens baby; shoot w/ 
15 

17D Single Aakash 3/4 from passenger's seat   

17E Tighter POV of dancer 
lens baby; shoot w/ 
15 

17F 
Camera under car: frontal INS of feet, LS, Naveen 
collapses to his feet   

17G 
1/4 turns into 3/4 of Naveen collapsing behind car; 
dutch angle?   

17H 
Camera behind Aakash, looking through windshield 
in OTS, no dancer on top of the hill.   

      
18 EXT. HILL - NIGHT   

18A 

2S Naveen on the ground, Aakash in back seat (in 
shadow), car passes by. Aakash sits forward, 
knocks on window,  wakes Naveen.  car w/ hicks pass by 

18C 
Naveen gets up into single from front of car, looks 
at dancer, re-energized. Clears frame L.   

18D Tighter POV of dancer (same framing as 17E) 
lens baby; shoot w/ 
15 

18E 
Single Naveen telling story (OTS, through window), 
final surge of energy, starts to push. 

through window, or 
clean? 

18F 
Single Aakash listens (OTS, through window). 
Climbs to front, (turns on the headlights?).   

18G 

LA WS behind the car, Naveen's feet, he starts 
pushing again, few steps back, few backwards. 
Naveen collapses towards camera, foreshortened. 
Car starts rolling over him.  car rolling over 

18H 
CU profile Naveen's feet, wheel of car rolling back 
dangerously car rolling over 

18I CU profile Aakash's feet dangling.   

18J 
CU profile dancer's feet make a move, then she 
starts walking. dolly 
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18K 
CU profile Pauravi's feet (opposite direction of 
dancer) dolly 

18L CU Pauravi's hands stop the car.   

18M 

CU Pauravi's feet, Naveen grabs ankles. Her hand 
reaches down, grabs his, she lifts him up. Jib up to 
2S profile.  jib 

18N 2S frontal Naveen and Pauravi push the car clean? 

18O 
Aakash through back window, back of the parents' 
heads (ok if it's not dirty)   

18P 
CU Aakash profile (from passenger's seat), grabs 
wheel, listens to story. 

apple box +sandbag 
in passenger's seat 

      
19 EXT. TOP OF THE HILL - FIREWORKS - NIGHT A + B camera 

19A 
LA WS silhouette 3/4 car pulls in, Aakash opens 
door, jumps. Fireworks in bkgnd. 24fps   

19A.1 
LA WS silhouette 3/4 car, Aakash jumps. Fireworks 
in bkgnd. Overcranked 

same setup as 19A. 
star filter? 

19B 
Reverse single Aakash runs in, looks at fireworks. 
Overcrank. overcrank 

19C 2S parents together. Overcranked. 
overcrank, star 
filter? 

19D INS fireworks 24fps.   

19E INS fireworks finale, overcrank. 
overcrank, star 
filter? 
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APPENDIX 4: OVERHEAD DIAGRAMS  
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APPENDIX 4: VISUSAL REFERENCES 
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