
 

 

 

 

 

 

August 22, 2004

Click to learn more...

Please Visit our Sponsor (Ads open in separate window)

Girl in the big city —Sheetal Sheth

By Imran Suleman

Sheetal Sheth is a woman on the go. She has just wrapped up
shooting for Dancing In Twilight, a feature film with Mimi Rogers
and Erick Avari. Indian Cowboy, a romantic comedy, is set to
release. Add to that appearances in hit prime-time dramas, such as
ABC-TV’s Line of Fire, CBS’s The Agency and Lifetime
Network’s Strong Medicine.

Cult following for two of Sheetal’s award-winning sleeper hits,
ABCD and American Chai, continues to grow; and both can now
be found on the shelves of major American rental chains. She can
be found in the pages of famed photographer Veronique Vial’s
Hollywood Splash, showing celebrities having fun. Sheetal also

takes time out to feature in publications such as The New York Post, Venice Magazine and
Yolk Magazine. Then there are the meetings with her agents, producers, directors, and
several reading sessions. Not to forget the requisite Hollywood parties that are an essential
component of her hectic schedule as well.

“One of the parties I was at had a number of A-list people from the industry,” says Sheetal
from the comfort of her apartment in West Hollywood, Los Angeles. “Sharon Stone,
Sylvester Stallone, Quentin Tarantino, even Bobby (Robert) De Niro was there.” Sheetal
had always been an ardent admirer of De Niro’s work, right from his Godfather days to
Taxi Driver and Casino. This was her chance to pay respect to one of modern cinema’s
greatest performer. “But he was always surrounded by these people,” says Sheetal. Not one
for breaking through a crowd to talk to anyone, Sheetal mingled with her group of friends
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until she found De Niro by himself — but only for a moment. “Quincy Jones beat me to
him,” she laughs.

One wonders how a small-town girl of Indian origin, born in Phillipsburg, New Jersey,
made it all the way to tinsel town and the silver screen. Growing up, was it a film or TV
show that captivated her so much that she had to seek a career in arguably one of the most
competitive fields?

“It was never like that,” says Sheetal. “I mean, I grew up watching MacGyver, which was
my favourite show, and even though owning that role would be splendid, I never thought I
would end up becoming an actor.”

What role would she like to play, given the choice? “Abigail from Arthur Miller’s The
Crucible, hands down,” comes the enthusiastic reply. “I even pleaded with my drama
instructor at New York University to stage the play, but it never materialized,” she says
with a hint of sadness in her voice. “I hope and pray that someday somewhere someone
makes it, and The Crucible comes my way.”

Sheetal enrolled in New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts where she devoted
herself to the strenuous art of ‘method’ acting, practised by the few greats like Brando, De
Niro and Hoffman. The method draws from personal memory to produce the appropriate
emotion during a performance. She spent a summer in Amsterdam to supplement that
training with a more physical and experimental approach.

Most of the scripts that arrive through her agents, like American Chai and ABCD, deal with
Sheetal’s character balancing, managing or outrightly rebelling against circumstances. In
Chai, the polite Maya tries to meet the expectations of her parents as a student and not to
pursue her love of dance. In ABCD, her character, Nina, does all that is least expected of
her.

Says Sheetal: “I had a lot of fun playing Nina because she is so honest and against the
status quo. The reaction to the film was quite spirited, and ironic in many cases.” After the
release of ABCD, viewers either loved Nina or hated her. But some took her as a blanket
statement against young, professional, Indian women in America. More than anything,
Sheetal found herself in situations where she had to defend the modern Indian woman. And
that really bothered her. “The response in ‘conservative’ India was a lot more tolerant and
understanding than it was here in the States.” During her promotional tour in India, many
even came up to her and thanked her for playing a character that very much exists in
today’s society.

I ask her who her favourite performers are. “I love the roles done by Meryl Streep, Julianne
Moore, Ed Harris, Diane Lane,” says Sheetal, adding, “they seem to always find that hook
in a character that draws you in and engages the audience to fully suspend their reality.
Their choice in roles always fascinates me.”

What about Bollywood? “I grew up on a regular diet of Hindi films,” replies Sheetal.
Amongst the newer roles, she finds Madhuri Dixit’s Chandramukhi in Devdas fascinating
and a lot more interesting and colourful to play than Aishwariya Rai’s Paro. To date, she
has had several offers from Bollywood but has declined them all. “Many scripts, with the
exception of a few, force actresses in India to wind up playing themselves over and over,
and that is a shame,” says Sheetal. Yet, all is not lost when it comes to Bollywood. “I love
to dance, and temptation might yet get the better of me if I am offered a role with some
depth in it.”
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With Pakistan experiencing growing independent cinema and various film festivals
highlighting these works, some of them even winning international awards such as Silent
Water at the Locarno Film Festival, would Sheetal consider being part of a Pakistani
project? “The thing that really upsets me is that art and performance have to suffer at the
hands of political ideology,” says Sheetal. “It is not the first time that politics has come in
the way of creative expression. It has happened throughout history, and continues to
happen in places besides just India and Pakistan. It doesn’t matter if the project comes from
Pakistan or from Iceland, what does matter is the character and the script.”

With the noon hour approaching, Sheetal Sheth has a lot to accomplish in her short day —
maybe even say yes to a Bollywood number or the latest celluloid adaptation of The
Crucible, if it comes her way.
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