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The 1947partition of India is an incred-
ibly painful episode etched in India’s 
history. The Line of Control is not just a 

boundary that has separated a land and its 
people; its interpretations and misinterpreta-
tions continue to rip the fabric of harmony, 
once taken for granted and blights attempts 
at stitching it once again. 

The film ‘Topi’, written, directed and animated 
by Arjun Rihan, is set in this turbulent time pe-
riod and tells the story of a young Hindu boy 
who has a chance encounter with a stranger. 
The film has received several awards some 
of which include the 
Best Student Film 
at Animation Block  
Party, Best Picture 
and Best Screenplay 
at the Chashama 
Film Festival (New 
York), Best 3D Ani-
mation at the Cali-
fornia International 
Animation Festival, 
and Best Animation 
at the Anchorage  

International Film Festival.

Rihan, who hails from the city of Pune, has 
been interested in animation from an early 
age. However, he didn’t have the opportunity 
or resources to study it until much later. Af-
ter earning a degree in Computer Science, he 
worked in Silicon Valley for a few years before 
deciding to pursue a career in animation. He 
then enrolled at the University of Southern Cal-
ifornia’s John C. Hench Division of Animation 
& Digital Arts and recently graduated with an 
MFA in Animation. ‘Topi’ is his graduate thesis 
and Rihan is presently working as a Layout  

Artist on an upcoming film at Pixar Animation 
Studios.

‘Topi’ is inspired by a real life incident when 
Rihan’s great uncle was attempting to cross 
the border from Pakistan to India during the 
partition. “The story has been passed down 
through my family and I was always fasci-
nated by the gesture of putting one’s prayer 
cap on someone else’s head. It is both simple 
yet powerful, and also a very visual gesture, 
which is why I became interested in turning 
the story into a film. Moreover, I’ve always 
been interested in the politics and history of 

partition, so that was 
an added motivation 
behind the film,” says 
Rihan.
 
The budget for the film 
was about US$1000 
but all hardware and 
software was provided 
by his University. It took 
about two years from 
the date of the initial 
pitch, with about eigh-
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teen months of actual production for the film 
to complete. The cast and crew comprised of 
23 people with many others providing feed-
back and support along the way.

Rihan's most significant source of photo-
graphic reference of the partition was the work 
of an American photo journalist, Margaret 
Bourke-White, who documented this period 
extensively. Among the films that he looked at 
for editing and cinematography were Water, 
Empire of the Sun, and The Incredibles. For 
character design, his references included East 
European puppet films and the sculptures of 
Giacometti. For the overall look, he studied 
a wide variety of paintings, photographs, 
and films that had a dusty, grainy, organic  
quality and warm colour palette that he want-
ed to weave into his film.

After pitching the initial idea and getting it 
approved by faculty advisors, Rihan con-
tinued to refine the story through several 
drafts of the screenplay and hundreds of 
storyboards. The film started with writing 
a treatment and screenplay, along with 
character descriptions. At the same time, 
visual development and art also took 
place. All the characters were then mod-
eled and rigged followed by layout and 
animation. At this stage, only the char-
acters were final, but the sets and crowd 

animation was less exaggerated and more 
naturalistic than typical 3D animation. This 
style fit the tone of the film and also matched 
the motion-captured characters.”

All the work was done on Hewlett-Packard 
workstations. Shot specific motion capture 
elements (such as walks, stumbles and fight 
sequences) were shot on the University of 
Southern California’s motion capture stage. 
The data was reconstructed using Vicon IQ 
and Autodesk Motion Builder. The primary 
animation tool used was Autodesk Maya, but 
Massive, Autodesk Motion Builder and Vicon 
IQ were also used heavily during the produc-
tion process. The film was lit in Maya and 
rendered using RenderMan for Maya. Render-
Man’s subdivision scheme and point-cloud 

were still proxies. After finishing the keyframe 
animation for the hero characters, the crowd 
was filled in using motion capture and crowd 
simulation. Similarly, more detailed sets were 
built. Finally, the shots were lit, rendered and 
composited. 

The animation in ‘Topi’ was created us-
ing a hybrid process. The ‘hero’ characters 
(the boy, his mother, the old man) were  
keyframed using conventional 3D techniques 
as it enhanced directorial control. On the other 
hand, the secondary crowd characters were 
a mix of motion capture and crowd simula-
tion. This method enabled better art direction 
of the crowd without sacrificing its volume. 
Animation from these varied sources was in-
tegrated in Maya. Rihan says, “The keyframe 
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on as composer towards the end of produc-
tion when the timing of the film was more or 
less locked. I provided him with reference 
music that I had used as a placeholder and 
he came up with a fantastic, original score 
that took the film to another level."

Rihan says that the film turned out quite dif-
ferent from the one that he set out to make 
but also supposes that this is probably the 
case with most films. “There are many com-
promises that needed to be made along the 
way but I’m happy with the end product. In 
many ways, the version that I made is better 
than the version in my imagination.”

occlusion were useful features. The former re-
duced the need for high-resolution geometry 
during interactive Maya sessions, and the lat-
ter lowered render times and memory usage. 
Crowd simulation was authored in Massive. 
In order to simplify lighting and rendering, 
keyframe data was exported from Massive 
to Maya using custom software that Rihan 
wrote. The film was composited in Nuke. 
Important steps during this stage included 
colour correction, increasing crowd volume, 
and the addition of depth of field and atmo-
spheric elements. Instancing, texture baking, 
and texture cards were also used to optimize 
scenes.

The large number of characters and the de-
gree to which they were required to interact 
was the biggest technical challenge, particu-
larly since this was a student project created 
with limited resources. “The solution ended 
up being a series of smaller solutions that 
fit together to form my production pipeline,” 
says Rihan. 

Sound design by Sarah Zerina Usmen began 
early during story boarding. A rough pass 
was done with the animatic and these were 
then refined as shots were animated. Rihan 
says, “Sound was a crucial aspect of the film 
(particularly in the crowd scenes) and Sarah 
did a brilliant job. Ludwig Goransson came 

With the prayer cap being an integral element 
in the film, used as a symbol for religious dif-
ferences, ‘Topi’ was a natural title. For almost 
two years, the working title of the film was 
‘Kufi’, which has a similar meaning in some 
parts of the world. But Rihan eventually de-
cided to go with ‘Topi’ because it is a simpler 
and more common word. 

He says, “The most important message that 
the film hopes to convey is the need for in-
dividuals to look past religious differences. 
While the partition of India took place over 
sixty years ago, Topi’s message is still rel-
evant in the context of the many religious and 
ethnic conflicts taking place around the globe 
today. In addition, it also serves to educate 
because the partition of India is still not wide-
ly understood in many parts of the world.”

The success of 'Topi' has caught the director 
off guard. “Making the film was such a long 
and difficult process that I did not have much 
time to think about how it would be received. 
I am thrilled with the response to the film. I’m 
most proud of the fact that audiences seem 
to connect with the story emotionally and re-
spond positively to the message that the film 
is trying to convey. That makes all the late 
nights worth it,” he says.

– Roxanne Mehta
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