








The French author Jean-Claude Carriére is an internationally known dramatist and screenwriter
who has produced over fifty screenplays, notably for Luis Bufiuel and Andrzej Wajda. Some years
ago he adapted for the stage the great Indian epic the Mahabbarata. Here he talks about this
remarkable project which took over a decade to complete.

Jean-Claude Carriere

The Mababharata, the Great History of Mankind

How do you set about making a work like the Mahabharata
accessible to a European or an American?

Over the past two or three centuries the West has suc-
ceeded in bringing large numbers of Japanese, Africans,
Patagonians to a sympathetic understanding of Shakespeare,
Mozart and Picasso. There is no reason why the reverse
should not be possible, that Westerners in turn should not
become attuned to the Shakespeares, the Mozarts and the
Picassos of other cultures. There are, however, a number
of barriers between cultures which are particularly difficult
to surmount because they are invisible.

Take Europe for example. People are still immured
within a cultural fortress. For years other cultures have been
kept at bay. It wasn’t until the beginning of the twentieth
century that some avant-garde artists began to break down
these walls.

Before then, from the eighteenth century onwards, there
had been a handful of solitary pioneers who had set out in

“search of other worlds. It is astonishing to think that the
Bhagavadgita, the most famous text in all the East, was not
translated into English and French until the end of the
cighteenth century, just a few years before the French
Revolution...

Internal resistance, especially religious resistance, was
fierce. In the fifteenth century, the monk Luis de Leon was
imprisoned for five years for translating The Song of Solomon
into Spanish, despite the fact that it was a part of the Bible.
Bringing 1nto Europe texts foreign to Christian culture was
an act of heroism which could be undertaken only by people
of exceptional stature.

As for the Mahabbarata, it remained unknown in Europe
until the end of the nineteenth century. To translate the
Mahabharata was, it should be noted, a very considerable
undertaking. The epic is fifteen times as long as the Bible.
The poor fellow who embarked on the first French trans-
lation worked at the task for twenty-five years, on a sub-
scription basis. At first he had 200 subscribers, but their

number was gradually diminished by death. Nevertheless,
he continued with his work, alone and without reward,
finally dying at his task. Someone else took up the burden,
but he too died. The epic has never been completely trans-
lated into French. The only complete translation in a non-
Indian language is an English translation made by Indians
and completed in about 1900. In the 1930s, some Ameri-
cans in Chicago embarked upon a new translation, but were
obliged to abandon it uncompleted. '

Amazingly, until 1985, the general public in Europe still
knew nothing of the Mahabharata.

1985 was the year of the first theatrical performance, direct-
ed by Peter Brook, of your adaptation of the epic.

Yes. The play, The Mahabharata, was performed that
year at the Avignon festival for the first time, Lasting nine
hours, it was performed either in sections on three differ-
ent evenings, or, occasionally, which the actors preferred,
in a single performance lasting all day or all night. The com-
pany consisted of twenty-five actors and included sixteen
different nationalities.

For three years, the show, in French or in English, was
performed to packed and appreciative houses all over the
world. We soon realized that, in addition to the charm of
the story, Peter Brook’s inspired directing and the talent
of the actors, some profound element in this tale from afar
touched a chord in a totally unprepared Western public in
a direct and lasting manner.

Was it the unmistakable sense of impending doom hang-
ing over the world? Was it the unwavering search for the
true meaning of doing what was right? Was it the subtle,

- sometimes savage, game of dice with destiny? Was it,

perhaps, that comic-pathetic vision of characters who for-
get their divine origin to face up to what the Greeks of the
same epoch called “problemata”—those questions and con-
flicts of daily life in the resolution of which myth gives way
to tragedy?
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The Gelden Knight

(1903), by the Viennese

painter Gustav Klimt
(1862-1918).

HETHER composed by unknown poets, transmitted orally and reshaped from
century to century, or written by a single known author, epics relate to the birth of a culture,
the early days of a nation or an empire, sometimes even to the creation of the universe.
Their setting is often an age when human beings first began to exist outside the realm of
the gods. Their heroes are denizens of a zone midway between the temporal and the eternal.

These heroes may no longer be immortal, but they are superhuman. They no longer claim
to be omnipotent; they are fallible, they are capable of hesitation, failure, love, hate and
suffering. But they are endowed with exceptional qualities of determination, intelligence
and energy with which to face their destiny, overcome adversity, and change the order of
things. They are both explorers of the known world and founders of new cities.

Because of these qualities, epic heroes have always been a central part of the shared experience
of traditional societies, which they have furnished with psychological models, ethical, aesthetic
and religious values, and personal examples for everyone to reflect on. Larger than life, freed
from some of the constraints that weighed on their fellows, epic heroes have been a source
of inspiration for many, capturing their imagination and lifting them above life’s tribulations
and disappointments.

In village, town and city, bards, poets, storytellers, strolling minstrels and griots sang of
the exploits of these legendary heroes, relieving the monotony of everyday life, keeping

alive the community spirit, and maintaining from generation to generation the continuityJ

of the national memory.

The epic has thus survived the vicissitudes of history. But in the last few decades many ]

barriers to communication have disappeared from the world scene; the image has overtaken
the written word; the storytellers of old have been replaced by television; the mass media
have presented to a world audience individualistic heroes who seek a destiny in which the
traditional and the sacred have no part. How has the epic reacted to this shock?

As a factor of social cohesion in traditional communities, it slowly lost ground. On the
other hand, it took on a new lease of life and reached a far wider audience as the theatre,
the cinema and television seized on the opportunity to adapt versions of ancient legends
and transpose their themes to different periods and settings. An increasingly wide public
made the astonishing discovery that there were affinities between the world’s great epics.
Spectators in places as far apart as Avignon or Caracas felt an immediate rapport with the
heroes of Persian or Zulu epics and saw similarities between epic figures which transcended
time and place. :

They thus discovered a truth which, although very ancient, is only now being fully revealed:
that the dreams of our past are rooted in kinship, not antagonism, and that they express,
in an infinite variety of contexts and languages, fears of the same mysteries and hopes for
the same joys.
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SCIENCE AND SOCIETY

Mapping the human genome

BY JACQUES RICHARDSON

BIOLOGISTS, aided by mathemati-
cians, engineers, computer specialists
and a variety of industrial researchers,
began last January a generation-long ef-
fort to trace and identify every gene and
related material representing the hu-
man body's “blueprint”. This analysis
of our biological architecture is called
the human genome study—"genome”
meaning how a living organism is as-
sembled in its finest details.

The research is expected to require
between fifteen and thirty years of in-
vestigation, costing perhaps between
$3,000 and $4,000 million. Sir Walter
Bodmer, president of the British Associ-
ation for the Advancement of Science,
calls the genome plan the “most excit-
ing" of all the current, large-scale inter-
national research ventures.

Why so much costly effort, and for
what purpose? One reason is that, af-
ter a century of intensive biological
research, we still do not understand pre-
cisely how the body is built and works
(or sometimes fails to). We still need to
learn the complete instructions for
“making a human being”, how these
are communicated through all the
body’s cells to the various tissues and
vital organs—brain, heart, liver and so
forth—and why some instructions go
wrong.

A second reason is that, once we
have understood how the genome is
constructed and functions, we should
be able to take appropriate precautions
or corrective steps to deal with errors
in the system: disease and disability.
Medicine and public health are thus ex-
pected to benefit enormously from the
new knowledge. We should then be
able to resolve, thirdly, some of the
many mysteries of human heredity. A
fourth goal is to save some of the en-
dangered biological species facing pos-
sible extinction.

Not counting the blood’s red cells,
your body or mine contains between 10

Biologists embark on
a vast new international project
to identify and locate
every human gene.

million million and 100 million million
cells, so that each cubic centimetre of
living tissue contains many millions.
Each microscopic cell has its own
smaller nucleus, within which the "in-
structions for living" are coded along
an extremely long DNA molecule. DNA,
or deoxyribonucleic acid, is the basic

genetic puzzle solved in 1953 by three

researchers, Francis Crick, Rosalind
Franklin and James Watson.

The animal organism’s cells com-
bine their structures to form increasingly
large and complicated components—
so that cell biology is now more and
more important for us to be able to un-
derstand:

* how oxygen helps decompose and
absorb food

« how protein (essential in diet) is
manufactured

e the role of water in transporting
calcium and sodium

¢ how cells reproduce

« why cells fall ill, and

* why these various mechanisms exist
in so many combinations that each of
us possesses undisputed uniqueness of
body and mind.

THE GENE, THE BASIC UNIT
OF BIOLOGICAL INHERITANCE

The cell’s nucleus, the very hub of the
living universe, houses 46 chromosomes
upon which is distributed the DNA ar-
chitectural information. This very long-
chained substance has four nitrogen-
based components called adenine (A),
thymine (T), cytosine (C) and guanine
(G). Depending on how the A, T, Cand
G are linked, they join to form proteins.
We call that portion of DNA linkage
which issues the commands to make an
entire protein a gene.

The genes next combine by thou-
sands to form the 46 chromosomes cit-
ed: 23 pairs of them. Because the
chromosomes constituting each pair are
somewhat different, these miniscule

differences serve as markers to identi-
fy the constituent genes. In reproduc-
tion, a father and a mother contribute
a gene corresponding to every chromo-
some pair found in their offspring. It is
the combination of the similarities and
differences that make each of us male
or female, tall or short, black-haired or
blond, dark-skinned or light, prone to
disease (and which ones), long-lived or
otherwise, mentally alert or handi-
capped, musical, manually dexterous,
sports-minded, and so on.

In terms of poor health, for exam-
ple, chromosome pair no. 3 is already
known to bear the “disease genes” for
maladies such as certain protein defi-
ciencies, intolerance to some sugars, a
tendency to develop kidney-cell cancer,
an inability to process thyroid hormone,
or difficulty in breathing.

But the exact location of the
offending gene or genes is difficult to
establish because it is tucked some-
where along what is a very long chain
indeed. One has to imagine a piece of
cord 1 cm in diameter, but 10,000 km
long! This is the nature of the challenge
facing the genome explorers.

GENE THERAPY
TO CURE DISEASE

What happens after much of the bio-
logical sleuthing is accomplished?
Remember the second reason, listed
above, for all this effort: to improve
medicine and public health. Here is how
"gene therapy” could be put to work
to cure someone with a medical
problem centred, for example, in bone
marrow. The technique described is al-
ready familiar to Courier readers (see
March 1987 issue) as that of recom-
binant DNA, in use today in some plant
and farm-animal biotechnology and in
the pharmaceutical industry.

The appropriate gene (embedded
in some surrounding DNA) is taken from









listener would see the characters acting out their lives before
them, could touch them and speak to them. I had the
keystone of my edifice. With relief, I fell asleep. The next
morning I telephoned Peter and told him about it. “No need
to look any further,” he said, “you’ve got it.”

Was it really all over?

Yes and no. The overall structure, the theatrical foun-
dation, was in place. But there was so much left to do. I
attended all the rehearsals, making a thousand and one cor-
rections to meet the problems the actors encountered. Then,
at every stage, when the performances started, when we
made the English version, when we wrote the television
series, when we went on to the film to which we were put-
ting the finishing touches, there were many things to review.
For example, it was only when writing the screenplay for
the film that I found the solution to a problem I had been
unable to resolve in the play. Today, if it had to be done
over again, I would write it differently.

Has this tremendous experience left you with any specific
ideas about or overall impressions of the Mahabharata or
of the epic form in general?

Georges Dumézil thought that the Mahabharata was an
adaptation in epic form of a fifth Veda (ancient Hindu scrip-
ture) which has been lost. I have neither his erudition nor
his authority, but I have come to the same conclusion. While
reading the Mahabharata and the Vedas, I could'sense a link
between them but also a difference. It is not easy to ana-
lyse; one has to try to feel these things, even when one
doesn’t altogether understand them.

The Vedas are ascribed to no author. They are revealed
texts which simply proclaim the truth. All cultures have
similar texts, written or oral, which proclaim the truth,
which tell the people where they came from, what their place
is on this earth and how they must live to maintain that
place. When an author takes a hand, because he invents, be-
cause he creates, he deviates from the path of truth, introduc-
ing an untruth or an error, and in a sense becomes an exile
from the community which sees itself reflected in that mythi-
cal truth.

Epic poems deviate cautiously from the revealed, mythi-
cal truth and even from legendary history. An epic is truly
a creative work, the work of an author, even though it at-
tempts to keep in contact with the myth. The Mahabharata
is, indeed, the work of a creative writer. We can be sure
of this, even though we may not know anything about the
author, because from the beginning to the end of the poem,
someone has, as it were, taken events in hand. At the end
we find threads that can be traced back to the beginning,
And the style of writing is the same. Written down and
copied many times between the fourth century BC and the

third century AD, this vast epic has, of course, been sub-.

jected to many alterations and additions. Nevertheless, one
can sense that it is a single work written by a single author.
Georges Dumézil was also of this opinion.

I'think that this is an important point to make, because
the introduction of the notion of an author brings with it
a specifically human element. And this is the point at which
we deviate from the path of revealed truth to enter the world
of the epic. In a certain fashion, for better or for worse, an
epic helps a society to become organized. It is the great com-
mon saga, drawing inspiration from the gods, but already
talking about man. This is surely a vital stage in the found-
ing of a society. Each of the characters in the Mahabharata
has a divine alter ego at first. Little by little they forget that
they are the children of gods; they begin to face up to the
most trivial and mundane problems and, in so doing, they
become mere humans. This, in a sense, is the function of
the epic—to cut the cords that bind the leading actors to
the heavenly world of the gods and set their feet firmly on
the ground, to set them face to face with their problems
as individuals and then as citizens. The law, and indeed laws,
aided and reinforced by the prestige of poetry, have to be
established. In the chaos of the human world, a lasting, co-
herent order has to be sought and given some apparent
justification.

This seemed very clear to me from the Mahabharata, as
it does from the Iliad and from the Odyssey. It was the guid-
ing concept behind the writing of the play and its direction.
At the beginning, Peter Brook’s setting was light, ethereal
and unreal, bathed in divine grace. Gradually it grew heavi-
er, subject to the weight and gravity of life on earth, to end
unambiguously in the mire. The earth, as a character, plays
a progressively more important role. We see a society be-
coming organized and then rent as it cuts itself off from its
celestial youth.

How do you feel after this experience?

In The Conference of the Birds, by the Persian poet Farid
od-Din ‘Attar, three butterflies discuss the nature of a candle.
The first one approaches it to have a look and comes back
saying: “It is light.” The second butterfly goes closer, burns
its wing and comes back saying: “It burns.” The third
butterfly goes even closer, flies into the flame and does not
return. It has learned what it wanted to know, what it alone
knows. But it cannot tell the others. This parable cannot
be bettered. There is always a third and last circle to enter,
and if you do so you can no longer talk about it. You know,
but ‘you cannot communicate what you know to anyone
else.

So the theatre is merely the second circle?

I recently read a beautiful Persian poem which said:
“Last night a voice whispered in my ear: ‘No such thing
exists as a voice that whispers in the ear at night’.” =
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