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By Lavina Melwani

Rehana Mirza's memories of Sept.
11 are vivid, turbulent and framed by
prejudice.

A Muslim Pakistani-American who
shares a one-bedroom apartment in
Greenwich Village with her sister,
Mirza abandoned her commute to
her uptown office at a real estate
‘agency when she heard the towers
had been hit. She feared for her sis-
ter, Rohi, a temp assigned to an of-
fice near the World Trade Center.

“In the crowd, someone started curs-

ing me out: * foreigners! You're

the cause of all this,’ ” she said, recall-

ing her attempt to

S——— oot on a subway at

THE NEW %‘imes Square to
head home.

Later, as she

and her sister —
who luckily had
stayed home that
day — struggled
with their feel-
ings, they found
a flier pinned to
their door, the
picture of a miss-
ing South Asian
woman with the
eyes and mouth burned out with a
cigarette.

- “It prompted me to start writing,”
said Mirza, describing what she
termed the demonization of Muslim
Americans in media accounts, “and to
try and negotiate the emotions that
..were going through me at the time.”
“The result is her play, “Barriers:
9/11 Through Asian American Eyes,”
“which will have a dozen performances
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| beginning Friday.. .. - -

‘at HERE Arts Center, 145 Sixth (\ve., ;
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“My goal was to create a South
Asian Muslim family that wasn't
composed of terrorists but was actu-
ally hurt by the terrorism,” she said
of the work.

Her sister is the producer.

“This play has come out as a re-
sponse to slanted media depictions and
a need to create a dialogue between
communities,” said Rohi Mirza.

The playwright has a bachelor’s de-
gree in fine arts from New York Univer-
sity and has written three screenplays,
including “Far From Home,” a finalist
at the Sundance Feature Film Lab

gram.

From the minute she started writing
“Barriers,” the focus on anti-Muslim
sentiment seemed to touch a chord
with people she spoke to, some of
whom became supporters of the
project.

“It was really a project that everyone
believed in and the cast did it for very
little compensation,” she said. She re-
ceived a grant from the Lower Manhat-
tan Cultural Council and was chosen
as a sponsored artist by the Here Arts
Center.

She also received funding from B4U,
a global Bollywood television network,
whose director, Hari Srinivas, said:
“People know very little about South
Asia and confuse it with other coun-
tries. Our hope is they will realize that
South Asians are not terrorists but are
people who believe in peace and are
loyal to this country.” .
~ Ashok Sinha, who will make his di-
rectorial debut in the city with “Bar-
riers,” directed several plays on the
West Coast, including Jesse Miller's
“Onionheads,” voted best play at the
.1999 = American College
- Festival. - ST TR
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- Mirza hopes her play will help.-
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Rehana Mirza with the cast and crew of her new play, which depicts a South Asian Muslim family hurt by the terrorism of Sept. 11.

The Story That Was Untold

Muslim playwright tackles post-Sept. 11 misconceptions in ‘Barriers’

“ ‘Barriers’ is an exploration of iden-
tity, assimilation and the politics of
family, post-9/11,” he said. “The char-
acters represent a unique family that
is as diverse as it is absolutely Ameri-
can. I think this playwright is particu-
larly relevant at this moment in time.
As a Muslim-American woman, her
voice is important, singular and absent
from the American theater thus far.”

Although the story is about a South
Asian family, Mirza has given it a
pan-Asian element.

“I wanted it to be a very American
story, a very universal story. I wanted
it to appeal to everyone so that they
could look beyond generalizations™
she said.

Many of the actors live or work
downtown. One, Debargo Sanyal,
who plays Shehriar, the youngest
son of the Abbas family, is an emer-
gency medical technician by training
a?d volunteered in the aftermath of
9/11.

“It affected me very much — I saw ev-
erything firsthand and it's something
which will stay with me for the rest of
my life,” he says. “What 1 appreciate
about this play is that it is taking a per-
spective of 9/11 that we never really
get to see: how it affected people of
color, especially brown people and
people who look like terrorists who
were targeted for harassment and
discrimination,”

Another actor, Amit Patel, who
plays an older son, moved to the city
from Houston to study at the School for
Film and Television — on Sept. 10,
2001.

“It was my second day in the city and

I didn’t know how to eomprehend it,"

he said.
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