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Historian Michael Wood on THE STORY OF INDIA
“I’ve loved India for a long time,” says historian and broadcaster Michael Wood. “Personally, travelling across it with my wife and children and, of course, for a historian too, it is an amazing country — history is still so very much alive there!”

His new PBS series, THE STORY OF INDIA, is Wood’s epic labor of love, made with enough enthusiasm to fit his immense subject. He first proposed it more than 15 years ago, knowing that India would soon “loom large in our future.” As the world’s largest democracy, India also is a rising economic giant, now as well-known for its high-tech computer brilliance as for its gods and gurus. “Within 10 years,” says Wood, “India’s population will be bigger than that of China, and its economy is predicted to overtake that of America in the 2030s — but remember that it’s an increasingly important friend and admirer of America, too” 

It was another dozen years before the idea was taken up by PBS and Wood set out to trace the story of the world’s most ancient surviving civilization. He has filmed as far afield as Pakistan, Nepal, Turkmenistan and Iraq. “It is quite complex,” understates Wood. “We had a lot to do …”

He acknowledges that India still faces many challenges. “Global warming is an even bigger problem when population growth is not controlled. There is great rural poverty and inequality of wealth and still widespread violence against women.”

Yet he found India a wonderful place to work and loved every minute of it. “It has been such a privilege to be a guest in another culture, to experience so many things — like a huge festival on a sacred mountain or dawn on the banks of the Ganges with 25 million other people …”

Best of all have been “the intimate moments of simply being with people: eating with a traditional Tamil family or with the crew of an old wooden sailing boat in the Arabian sea, grinding spices and eating a special biryani at the end of Eid, listening to the muezzin and watching the sun going down.”

“The hardest bit has been back in the cutting room, condensing it down against the clock to a manageable format.” As for India, he says, enthusiasm entirely undimmed, “It was all good.”

TEN THINGS INDIA GAVE THE WORLD, as selected and described by Michael Wood

The visual arts

For thousands of years, India has been creating the most wonderful paintings, sculptures, bronze castings and architecture, with the ultimate symbol of its contribution to the arts being the Taj Mahal. India is an image-making civilization — right down to Bollywood today.

Food

The spice trade with ancient Rome opened India up to the world more than 2,000 years ago, so Indian food is the world’s first truly international cuisine, but of course, the food in the various regions of India is very different — from the spicy sauces of Gujarat or Rajasthan to the vegetarian delights of the South.

Music

There are immense regional differences across the Indian subcontinent, from the great Sufi singers of Pakistan to the music of the South. Each represents a different world tradition. The greatest star of Indian music is A.R. Rahman, and I’m delighted that he is letting us use some of his music for the series.  

The Sciences

Today people have heard of Bangalore — India’s silicon valley — but actually, India has always been very inventive in the sciences. In the 6th century AD, an Indian astronomer discovered that the earth goes round the sun, and in the 7th century, an Indian mathematician first described zero, a concept that is the foundation of all modern science.  

The art of love 

The most famous sex manual in the world, the Kama Sutra, was written in the 4th century AD, and while it describes many ways to make love, it also is about social manners and the psychology and physiology of relationships. 

The gods 

The pantheon of India’s gods and their stories and myths are among India’s great gifts to world culture: India’s own distinctive vision of the divine and her own unique expression of the multiplicity of the universe. Ganesh the elephant-headed god is a great favorite, as well as Shiva, who danced the world into existence, but is both the creator and the destroyer.

Big ideas 

India is an “ideas” civilization that has always loved to think about the world, and the pursuit of knowledge is at the heart of Indian ideas about the goals of life. One big idea from India is to respect all religions, as they all lead to the same goal. Another is non-violence. Gandhi is a great modern symbol of that idea: In the Freedom Struggle, he engineered the end of British rule in India by non-violence.

Bollywood

This is the greatest film industry in the world; with brilliant actors and musicians, it is incredibly dynamic and creative and has the largest global audiences. Indian film is a great popular art form and the modern  embodiment of a storytelling and performance  tradition that dates back to the Mahabharata, the longest poem in the world.

The idea of beauty

In India, it is said that the sari is the most beautiful piece of women’s clothing in the world. Made of silk or cotton, it is both modest and fabulously sexy at the same time. Beauty is not only a feminine ideal in India: in Moghul miniatures, men are dressed in silk pantaloons, with strings of pearls and gorgeous earrings. Indian people are incredibly stylish; they wear the clothes of the gods!

Indian democracy

It was one of the greatest leaps of faith in history to establish the biggest democracy on earth in 1947 when India freed itself from the British. Indian women had the vote from the very beginning and, now, so do the lower castes. With an electorate of half a billion, Indian democracy is a great achievement, essential to meeting the great challenges of religious intolerance and violence which plague today’s world.

To learn more about India — its history, modernity and where it is going — watch Michael Wood in THE STORY OF INDIA, airing Mondays, January 5-19, 2009, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET on PBS.

