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Why Yann Martel Finds India Intoxicating!
BY PREETI THANDI
Yann Martel knew little about India
when he arrived there in 1995. The
destination was actually picked by
his Canadian date. Ironically, the
relationship didn’t quite work out
but Martel was lured, enthralled
and enamoured by the country and
he fell in love with India instead.
Life of Pi emerged on his following
visit to India in 1997 and the book
2001. The book subsequently won
the Man Booker Prize in 2002, it
still is one of Canada’s best-selling
books and there are reportedly over
10 million copies sold worldwide.
In 2012 the book was adapted to
screen by Ang Lee who won the
Academy Award for Best Director
nered 11 Academy Award nominations and won four Oscars that year.
over $609 million worldwide and
did particularly well in China and
India where it made $90.8 million
and $13.3 million respectively.
Martel who belongs to a nonreligious family from Quebec took
a leap of faith by questioning faith
in the book. Life of Pi is a story of a
young boy named Pi who grew up
as a zoo keeper's son in India and
Bengal tiger named Richard Parker
after the ship transporting his family and their zoo animals to Canada
Ang Lee does an impressive job of
transforming the book to screen.
In an exclusive interview from
his home in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Yann Martel speaks to Preeti
Thandi for the Weekly Voice about
the voyage of writing and watching
Life of Pi.
What attracted you about India?
Why did you set the book in India and not elsewhere?
pack. I was following a girl and it
didn’t work out with the girl but I
fell in love with India. India as you
know is a dazzling country full of
contrasts. It’s the world’s largest
functioning democracy. Dozens
and dozens of languages are spoken in India and dozens of groups
all manage to co-exist reasonably

well. There are terrible things that
happen but at the same time it’s
a beautiful country, it’s a varied
country and for a westerner it is an
intoxicating country. I think India
spoke to me. The corruption and
the violence against women didn’t
speak to me but whenever I saw
that it didn’t mar the good things
that I was seeing - the moments of
beauty, the moments of serenity,
the moment of kindness between
strangers, the architectural beauty,
the literary beauty, all of that stuff
wasn’t totally marred by the ugliness. So as a country it really stimulated me.
Where did you travel in India?
I was in Delhi, Himachal Pradesh,
Kashmir, Siliguri, Darjeeling, Rajasthan and Varanasi. The second
time when I started work for Life
of Pi I was in Bombay and I went
south. The trains are like movable
what’s interesting about India is
that because it is so vast it hasn’t
been affected by tourism perhaps
the way France is for example.
India is extraordinarily authentic.
The one least authentic part of India is the upper middle class that is
more westernized. In fact those are
teresting. They are a tiny minority.
The most interesting was the middle class, lower middle class and
the working class. The other thing
that is striking about India is that it
is still a place where religion is part
of the mainstream for better and
came to be in India. Religion in the
west especially from where I come
from Quebec, it is very marginalized. There’s no public practise of
religion in Quebec, it’s a private
thing, it’s a thing that old people
do, may be recent immigrants from
conservative countries do. But in
India you have temples everywhere
the way people have these marks
on their forehead, these vast pilgrimages, it’s everywhere, it’s still
time in my life I looked at religion
not looking for the negative things
the sexism, the patriarchy, the antiSemitism, the homophobia that’s

time I noticed that there was something else happening and that’s sort
of what was the start of Life of Pi.
Why does the book question
faith?
I was interested in looking at faith.
My parents were not at all religious
and they rejected religion very early on in their lives. Quebec was a
deep dark religious place and my
parents were choking so my father
got a scholarship to Spain. The
replacement for them was art. If
you understand life you read great
books, you listen to great music,
you go to a great museum and see
a beautiful painting that’s great to
understand who we are why we
are and I grew up quite happily in
that and then I studied philosophy
which is also a good way of turning you into an agnostic or into an
atheist. But I think at one point excess in reason makes you go crazy
a bit. I wanted to look at the most
unreasonable act of faith and see
what it is about, attempt to understand some aspect of life.
Did you imagine the book would
become so successful and be
No not at all. Most urban Canadians are not particularly religious
or the readers of novels tend to be
secular people. The very religious
generalizing here of course. Here I
am writing a book that isn’t ironic
about religion, on the contrary it’s
sympathetic and then also as a mi-

nor point it is a novel about zoos
and most urban people don’t like
zoos they think it is a jail for animals. It seems to be a very male
story with a boy and a male tiger
and I was afraid that most readers
are women and here’s a novel that
might seem very masculine. Anyway despite all that it did very well
and I continue to be amazed.

Ang very kindly invited me for the
last couple of days of the shoot in
Montreal. In fact I have a small
cameo, I am on a bench opposite
a pond. Ang, the adult Pi and the
writer are sitting on a bench. The
person sitting on the opposite side
on a bench is me. Ang said in the
swimming pool scene there’s a second Yann Martel but I have seen

What were your expectations

quite know where I appear but apparently I am in there again!

expectations?
It is a visually stunning movie.
The one thing I was very pleased
is that the Indianness really comes
through. Most people read the book
cent and you sort of forget that it
takes place in India. In the movie it
is very Indian. Then all the scenes
stunning and he really pulled it off
there. You really do see and believe that tiger even though many
of those scenes with the tiger were
computer generated. It was so extraordinarily lifelike and he did that
brilliantly. I thought the movie lost
a little bit of speed towards the end.
But nonetheless it was a beautiful
movie.
How would you rate Ang Lee?
Ang Lee is a fantastic director. I
mean I was very excited when he
got on board. I loved Brokeback
Mountain and The Ice Storm. Life
of Pi was a hugely complicated
106 day shoot which is double the
length of most Hollywood movies
and after that there was still about
45% of the movie to make which
is the generated part. At the height
of production in Taiwan there were
500 people working on that movie
and that’s in addition to the people
working one way or another for the
movie in L.A. and in New York.
It’s easy for me to say, “Oh, the
screenplay could have been this or
but it was a huge endeavour. I am
grateful to the studio for being doggedly faithful to the project.
How involved were you in the
Very little, as I told you I read the
screenplay in two early drafts and

There are so many dimensions
and interpretations to the story.
What is the essence of the story
for you?
That’s for the readers to decide. I
would generally say that it’s a novel about choice. The novel tosses
the idea that life isn’t a single thing
rather that life is an interpretation.
That you have certain facts but they
are just the beginning and ultimately what life is about is how you interpret those facts. After all we are
only here for a few minutes on this
planet and why make less of it? So
the idea would be that the religious
approach to life, a sensible religious
approach not BJP fanaticism, not
Allah-ho-Akbar-I-will-blow-myself-up not that kind of craziness.
Just this idea, in the Christian case
that Jesus loves me or in Islam that
Allah has constructed everything.
You know that kind of perspective
makes life richer, more meaningful, more colourful, more musical,
more socially connected and more
philosophical. The key question
in the novel is which is the better
story, not which is the true story but
which is the better story?
I must ask this for our readers.
Was it real or imagined? Which
story is true?
That one I won’t answer. Was there
a basis in fact? Well yes. Did I go
to India to work on the novel? Yes.
Are there shipwrecks? Yes all the
time. Are there shipwrecks with animals? Yes all the time. So ultimately I leave it to the readers to decide.
Once again it’s that obsession with
factual proof. People want to know
is there really a Mr. Patel in Mississauga or Scarborough, they want
to know. I let people believe what
they choose to believe.

