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E
ver found yourself playing the
role of a beverage-bearing
Samaritan, thinking a simple
cuppa could cure the blues,

only to discover it’s the catalyst for a
topsy-turvy tornado ripping through
your life? 

This is exactly where the story of
Baby Reindeer on Netflix begins. The
seven-episode autobiographical series
catapults viewers into the escapades
of Richard Gadd, who plays himself
through a fictionalised version of his
own self named Donny — an affable
bartender and wannabe stand-up
comedian — whose fateful offering of a
cup of tea to a seemingly upset Martha
Scott (portrayed by Jessica Gunning),
sets off a chain reaction of obsession
and chaos. What begins as a simple act
of kindness swiftly morphs into a tan-
gled web of infatuation, sealing
Donny’s fate in a whirlwind of torment
and turmoil as Martha’s visits to the
pub transform into marathon sessions
of one-sided conversations. 

Martha may introduce herself as
a lawyer, but her beverage budget
(which is nil) seems to suggest she’s
more of a lawbreaker. Despite claim-
ing a busy schedule of client meetings,
she’s got a knack for clocking in some
serious overtime chatting up Donny at
the bar. She has also invented a nick-
name for Donny – “baby reindeer”. As
Donny realises he’s become the unwit-
ting target of Martha’s fixation, the nar-
rative plunges into a riveting explo-
ration of their intertwining psyches.

From a plethora of emails and
Facebook notifications to doorstep
confrontations, Martha’s escalating
obsession propels the story into darker
territory, leaving Donny grappling with
the consequences of his misplaced
compassion. Yet, beneath the surface,
lies a nuanced examination of vulnera-
bility and reciprocity, blurring the lines
between flattery and fear.

Caught in Martha’s relentless pur-
suit, Donny finds himself ensnared in a
sinister game of cat and mouse, where
every gesture of kindness only fuels her
insatiable appetite for control. Donny
discovers that Martha has a history of

serial stalking and carries a criminal
record. Despite holding an LLB degree,
her past actions have barred her from
practising law. Donny, however, for
reasons unbeknownst to him, takes an
entire period of six months to report
her to the police. 

But it’s not just a laundry list of
heavy topics; Baby Reindeer forces you
to confront uncomfortable truths and
asks questions that stick to your brain
like glue. Is Donny engaging with
Martha out of genuine sympathy, or is
he enjoying her affection towards him?
Their initial banter may have the audi-
ence in stitches, but as the tension
escalates, the laughter fades, leaving
behind a palpable sense of discomfort. 

Though trying to be a comedian,
Donny’s performances often veer into
the realm of the cringe-worthy and

occasionally offensive. Additionally, his
relationship with Teri, a transwoman
(portrayed brilliantly by Nava Mau) is
marred by deceit, and his discomfort
with being seen with her hints at

underlying transphobia. While Donny
undoubtedly suffers as a victim of
Martha’s obsession, it’s clear that he’s
grappling with his own set of personal
issues.

Soon, Baby Reindeer peels back
the layers of Donny’s life like a particu-

larly stubborn onion, and our initial
assumptions start to feel as solid as a
house of cards in a hurricane. With
each revelation, Donny’s carefully con-
structed facade crumbles, revealing a

heart-wrenching reality underneath.
In a stroke of narrative genius, Gadd
hits us with a flashback episode smack
dab in the middle of the series, flipping
our understanding of Donny on its
head. Gone is the image of a struggling
comedian stuck in a dead-end job;

instead, we’re faced with a man haunt-
ed by the spectre of serious (read: sex-
ual) abuse and crippled by self-
loathing. Gadd masterfully lures us in
with comedic moments in the first few
episodes, only to pull the rug out from
under us with this gut-wrenching reve-
lation. While Martha’s stalking behav-
iour certainly contributes to Donny’s
troubles, she’s not the primary antago-
nist in this twisted tale. That dubious
honour falls squarely on Darrien
(played by Tom Goodman-Hill), a
rapist whose monstrous actions wreak
havoc on Donny’s life and future aspi-
rations.

The series, hence, transforms
from serious to downright devastating.
Donny’s recent breakups, his struggles
with sexuality, and even his tumul-
tuous relationship with Martha take on 

a whole new significance. It’s a soul-
crushing experience to connect the
dots of Donny’s life with the clarity of
hindsight, and in doing so, Gadd proves
himself a true master of storytelling.

Baby Reindeer isn’t just your run-
of-the-mill production; it’s shot with
the precision of a horror flick, leaving
you with goosebumps and a nagging
sense of unease. With uncomfortably
close close-ups and angles that seem
slightly askew, it’s like stepping into a
house of mirrors where every reflec-
tion is a distortion of reality. 

Gadd doesn’t shy away from the
murky waters of morality, diving even
deeper into the shades of grey. Among
its many themes, the series tackles
shame, cruelty and self-loathing,
blending them with banter, ego and a
hefty dose of pity.

At its core, the series delves into
the complexities of human nature,
challenging the simplistic notions of
good and evil. Neither Martha nor
Donny can be neatly categorised as
purely virtuous or irredeemably
wicked; instead, they struggle with
their own demons in distinct ways.
Martha’s fixation on Donny hints at
deeper psychological issues, while
Donny himself struggles with trauma
and self-doubt. Teri, in her efforts to
support Donny, exemplifies the limits
of compassion and the strain it can
place on even the most well-inten-
tioned relationships. In this nuanced
exploration of humanity’s shades of
grey, the characters’ flaws and vulnera-
bilities are laid bare, highlighting the
universal need for empathy and
understanding.

Baby Reindeer � Straight from
the tortured comedian�s department
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Challengers: �Love all� 
on a tennis turf

GAUTAMAN BHASKARAN

I
talian director Luca Guadagni-
no is famous for his romantic
movies that come bound by
emotional complexity and sur-

rounded by stunning visuals. I have
seen these in his earlier works, like I
Am Love, Queer and Suspiria. His
latest foray into cinema with Chal-
lengers, now screening in theatres,
is no exception. There are add-ons
here. Jealousy, sexual rivalry and
unrequited love play on the tennis
court, and as the ball moves
between a threesome, the tension is
palpable. 

Former doubles partners Art
Donaldson (essayed by Mike Faist)
and Patrick Zweig (Josh O'Connor)

were besties, but when Tashi Dun-
can (Zendaya) walks into their lives,
it provokes a bitter rivalry between
the two men, who compete in an
insane way for her attention. The
fact that she is a teenage tennis
prodigy turned coach makes her all
the more alluring to these two
young men. There is a scene in
which we see her seated between
them. She is quite enjoying it, and
the excitement it evokes has been
done with a touch of artistic mas-
tery. Although Patrick gets to Tashi
first, she ends up marrying Art,
leading to an even more intense
conflict.

Admittedly, the plot is stale. I
have seen so many films on trian-
gular affairs, the earliest two being

Sangam and Dil Ek Mandir in
India and the American romantic
sports  comedy Bull  Durham
(1988). But the Challengers direc-
tor weaves his work with a touch
of narrative brilliance, and we see
this especially in a scene where
Tashi is seated precisely at the
midpoint between Art and Patrick
in one of their big matches. The
drama gets steamier, and the elec-
tric spark ignites a freshness not
often seen in films. 

Constructed like a competitive
match, Justin Kuritzkes' screenplay
moves back and forth like a tennis
ball through time in this non-linear
movie, highlighting the love that
overwhelms Tashi as she ricochets
towards Patrick. Guilt creeps in, but

the exhilaration of the new-found
pleasure is too tempting for her to
let it go.

Having helmed the 2017 queer
classic Call Me By Your Name ,
Guadagnino is adept in the ways of
homoerotic-tensity, which in the
movie Tashi senses between the two
men. Her comment, “I am no home
wrecker,” unmistakably indicates
this, and this dimension adds to the
pulse-pounding situations. In
another scene, she quips, “Tennis is
a relationship." As we travel through
the film, we understand what kind
of relationship she means. A scene
in a hotel room seals this beyond
doubt.

The writer is a senior film critic

Ompal Sansanwal�s
Jiva celebrates flora

STATESMAN FEATURES DESK

T
here is always something special
about trees. Entwined with the
mythologies of every civilisation,
trees have outlived humans by hun-

dreds of years and stand for continuity,
security, strength, stability, community,
wisdom and generosity. But the indiscrimi-
nate deforestation of flora has affected us
with severe climatic alterations and is now
a threat to humanity. As the world cele-
brates April as Earth Month,
Ompal Sansanwal, after a hia-
tus of 15 years, came out with
his first solo exhibition on
paintings of trees and nature.

The exhibition, titled
‘Jiva’, showcased the national
award-winning artist’s works
crafted over the past 15 years
with acrylic, pen, and ink on
canvas and paper. Curated by
noted art historian and schol-
ar Uma Nair, and hosted by
Sanya Malik’s Black Cube Gallery, the week-
long exhibition opened on 27 April, and will
go till 3 May, at Bikaner House in the Main
Art Gallery. 

Born in 1964, Ompal Sansanwal, an
alumnus of Delhi College of Art, was the
recipient of the National Award in 2002 and
the 1991 All India Award, by the Rajasthan
Lalit Kala Academy. Ompal’s paintings
move from solitary studies of the roots and
branches of the trees, to collective groups
that take on different shapes, telling the
story of Krishna holding aloft the Govard-

han hill, or Christ’s Last Supper, or of Shiva
and Parvati’s wedding, or even the Kuruk-
shetra war with the Pandavas and Kauravas
facing off. The paintings, done in ochre,
sienna or shades of blue, are meditative in
nature, and bear the artist’s trademark style
where the long, intertwining roots and
branches take on a human form and
almost seem to speak. 

“When I draw the trees, they come out
in a meditative form”, says Ompal. His
works have been featured in several solo

exhibitions previously, includ-
ing at the Museum Gallery,
Mumbai; LTG Gallery, New
Delhi, and Shridharani
Gallery, New Delhi, as well as
in group shows held at the
Nehru Center in London, and
in Yugoslavia.

Sanya Malik of Black
Cube Gallery says, “Ompal
Sansanwal’s captivating oeu-
vre intricately weaves the pro-

found narrative of humanity’s
symbiotic bond with nature, with an
emphasis on the primordial significance of
trees and roots as the cradle of existence”.

Explaining his long break from the
world of solo exhibitions, Ompal says, “I
was preparing for the last 15 years for my
‘Jiva’ show”. 

The exhibition was inaugurated by
Ratish Nanda, a renowned Indian conser-
vation architect and CEO of Aga Khan Trust
for Culture (AKTC) who also launched
Sansanwal’s book, Meditations on Trees,
authored by curator Uma Nair. 

Gadd doesn�t shy away from the murky waters of
morality, diving even deeper into the shades of
grey. Among its many themes, the series tackles
shame, cruelty and self-loathing, blending them
with banter, ego and a hefty dose of pity.

Baby Reindeer delves
into the 

complexities of 
the human psyche


