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Healing touch

Nandini Ramnath meets

the sensitive twosome
behind Dr Nagesh.

Adocumentary thatexplores the
deadliness of HIV runs into hurdles
from the word go: thisis one problem
youcan't puta face to. In their docu-
mentary Dy Nagesh, Dominique
Jacoband Vincent Detours deftly
handle the need to protect patient
confidentiality while still obtaining
emotionally powerful footage by
placing a camera behind patients
and training their lens on the healer
instead. Dy Nagesh is the story of
HIV positive patientsat the
Salvation Army centrein Byculla
andof Dr Nagesh Shirgoppikar, a
gynaecologistand obstetrician who
provided free counselling there to
poor patients for ten years. Weonly
see the backs of patients” heads, their
feetand hands, and their faceless-
ness underscores the finality of
HIV/AIDS. Anemotionally moving
work, Dr Nagesh explores the
destruction of the body and spirit
thatisaresultof HIV, especially
among the poor and disenfranchised.
Dr Nageshhasbeen screened only
once before in Mumbai—at anevent
at Bhupesh Gupta Bhavan tomark

theCommunistPartyofIndia’s

anniversary in December, The film
returnsonMarch 24, witha screen-
ing at the Alliance Francaise (the two
filmmakers werebornin France,
though they now live in Belgium).
Detours and Jacob were school
mates, and first worked together in
2000 for Mr Scie, an exploration of
old age through the story of an 80-
year-oldman. I Am Alive Today,on
theanti-HIV drug cocktail AZT, fol-
lowed two years later, and out of this
investigative documentary on the
unaffordability of HIV treatment
flowed Dr Nagesh.

Detours works asaresearchscien-
tistatacancer researchinstitutein
Brussels. Jacob trained in biology
and genetics, butbecame a camerap-
ersoninstead, and he shot Dy Nagesh
withacamera withmiddleand long
lenses, crouching inacornerofa
makeshift cabinat the Salvation
ArmyHIV/AIDS Counselling Centre
(Detours did the sound). They filmed
Shirgoppikar and his patients fora
month in 2004 withoutunderstand-
ingaword of what was being said.
Neither of the directors speaks any
Indian language, and their grasp
over Englishis shaky. Thereal work
lay in getting several hours of con-
versation—at least four hours for

each day shot—translated. “Tt took us
three weeks just to translate the
material,” says Detours. Dr Nagesh's
charm, then, liesasmuch initsedit-
ingasinits camerawork.

The documentary opens with
Shirgoppikar counselling a former
nurse who has been diagnosed as
HIV positive, and who's convinced
thata patient, rather than her hus-
band wholefthera few yearsago, is
the transmitter of the condition.
Shirgoppikar impassively listens to
the nurse, scribbles notes in his file
and gently tells her, “T'm sure your
husband must have been HIV posi-
tive, that's why he left you”. The
momentisas quietasafalling

feather, and as powerfulas an upper
cut. “Youlearnabout the truth the
same minute the patient does,”
remarks Detour.

Shirgoppikar has been interested
in HIV since 1992, at a time when
the government didn’t appear
unduly worried about the virus.
“Thisresearch was being done in
India for the first time,” he saidinan
e-mail interview from Georgetown,
the capital of Guyana, where he is
ona two-year assignment for an
HIV/AIDS project run by the
United Nations Development
Programme. “This was the time
when HIV testing kits were scarce-
ly available and medical profes-
sionals were denying treatment to
HIV patients because of fear.” He
says that for the first five years
from 1992, “the government was in
denial, and didn’t believe that they
had a problem with HIV. They said
itwas Africa's problem.” Only
recently has the government helped
improve access toanti-retroviral
therapy, he says.

After 1995, Shirgoppikar “totally
devoted” himself to “the HIV/AIDS
cause”. Among the NGOshe
worked for was the Indian Health
Organisation, and Forum Against
Drugsand AIDS. Between 2000and
2006, he says, “I dabbled around
with my private practice in HIV-
related management” before he was
recruited to work in Guyana.

The doctor met the filmmakers as
they were attempting to crack the
puzzle of “making a film on people
who couldn’t be shown on screen”,
says Detours. The filmmakers
decided tomake Shirgoppikar the
camera’s focus. “He became an
intermediary,” says Detours. “You
also see the issue from the point of
view of patients facing the doctor.”
A section of patients refused tobe
filmed, discreetly or otherwise.

Detours and Jacob run the risk of
individualising a large issue by
naming the documentary after one
person. Dr Nagesh includes footage
of two other counsellors at the clin-
ic. “Tt was so difficult to name the
film,” Detours explains. “We were
impressed with the doctor right
from the start. He's a hero, he’s been
taking [HIV positive] patients way
before we filmed it. It made sense to
call the film Dr Nagesh.”

See Screenings and workshops for
event details.
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