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Preface


This book, I have had to repeatedly remind myself as I wrote it, is meant as an ‘Introduction to’ and not a ‘History of’. The distinction is especially important when you see what it does not have, the people it should mention and films that it should list, and all the other things that it should do if it were a proper history. There are simple answers I could come up with for why not: we are looking at a very large phenomenon and there is only so much that a slim book can do. And then there are more complicated answers: such as, the very term that I am seeking to introduce, ‘Indian Cinema’, is contentious. It is so because the idea of ‘India’ that its cinema inherits, and within which it fashions a role for itself, is itself a deeply fraught one.

Perhaps the biggest problem I faced when trying to work out what to put into 35,000 words was the shifting, elusive nature of my topic. Indian cinema has meant very different things over its history. The cinema flourished between the Wars in an India that bore almost no political relation to the India that came to be soon after. When it descended upon the subcontinent, famously at a screening by the Lumière Brothers’ Marius Sestier at the glittering Watson’s Hotel on 7 July 1896, it was in a Bombay that was still one of colonial Britain’s leading seaports; like Hong Kong, an entrepôt city, the Empire’s gateway into the vast Indian hinterland. As it settled down along with the trade and industry of this city, the cinema faced a challenge it would engage with throughout the century: of how to cater to this hinterland in all its size and sheer variety.

By the mid-1920s, Bombay studios were intertitling their silent films in as many as six Indian languages. One of the city’s leading studios, the Imperial Film Company, made the world’s first Iranian film alongside producing movies in Burmese and Malay. In 1931, when sound was introduced, twenty-eight features were made in three languages, which the very next year trebled to eighty-four features and, more significantly, doubled the number of languages to seven.

If ‘India’ was already, by the time the movies arrived, an omnibus term including numerous nationalities and several claims for autonomy, the arrival of Independence, far from providing any settled definition to the term ‘Indian cinema’, would only complicate matters further. With Independence came Partition, and colonial India first split into two (with Pakistan) and, after 1971 with the birth of Bangladesh, into three countries. Although Partition devastated the film industries of several cities, what was left as ‘India’ nevertheless still named twenty-two languages under its Constitution’s Eighth Schedule, several of which would assemble, with various degrees of success, their own local cinemas. Among the most successful were languages that were awarded, in 1956, their own states. Many of these regional states, especially the southern Indian states of Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and Kerala, have full-scale local movie industries with an output that exceeds that of most West European countries.

In political terms, the Partition of India also uprooted, destroyed, and occasionally rehoused several movie industries in minority northern languages as diverse as Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto, and Dogri. In other regions that were rebuilt after the Second World War, the post-Independence cinemas often came with concerns far removed from any commitment to the idea of an ‘Indian’ nation. Within the boundaries of the new state, several emergent ‘regional-nations’ put the cinema to use in assembling a national identity for themselves in the way that India itself never did. The cinema of Tamil Nadu, to take only one example, would speak for a putative Tamil state in a way that no cinema did for the Indian nation-state. Beyond the nation, even as the Empire fragmented, one of the world’s largest instances of mass migration took place, as gigantic subcontinental populations moved both East (to South East Asian countries) and West (Africa, Europe, and the USA/Canada), and new diasporic communities took the cinema with them as standing for cultural memory recalling home.

Through the often complex and fraught history of the 20th century, Indian audiences took to the cinema like the proverbial duck to water, with a scale and intensity that often defies explanation. India, uniquely perhaps in the former Third World, inherited from its colonial era an autonomous movie industry and even to some degree an indigenous production infrastructure, assembled with very little support from the state. Many post-colonial nations would have viewed this as a major asset. But unlike Africa, Latin America, and South East Asia, where an integral part of nation-building was the founding of a properly national cinema, independent India’s anxieties about its prolific film factories often bore uncanny similarity to those of the late colonial administration that it replaced in 1947.

In 1971, the year Bangladesh was formed, India’s output of 433 feature films made it officially the world’s largest film producing country. Forty years later, in 2011, figures by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics show that it continued to be the largest film producer with a staggering 1,255 features, which meant that roughly one out of every five feature films worldwide was made within the present nation-state that we call India. This does not include films labelled ‘Indian’ and made in the larger India of the inter-war period before Independence, or in countries as diverse as the UK, Canada, Kenya, and Fiji.

Within these staggering numbers is a disquieting fact. The same statistics also showed that although that year India saw 2.9 billion admissions into theatres (the largest in the world and over double the 1.28 billion admissions in the USA), in terms of box-office revenue India ranked a poor sixth. While the USA claimed 42 per cent of the world’s revenue, India’s paying audience yielded revenue that was behind even France and Britain. More damagingly, of the thirty ‘most popular’ films worldwide listed by UNESCO using a variety of indicators, India had only one film (My Name is Khan) in 2010 and none in 2011, in a year that listed films from Georgia, Lithuania, Laos, and Serbia.

If there is one emblematic condition that defines the Indian cinema, it lies in its struggles for legitimacy. It is admittedly popular, and apparently capable of a mass audience such as the 20th century has perhaps never seen, but can this audience ever translate into a stable, coherent, and above all legitimate market? Possessing a vast cultural popularity that the cinema has been unable to monetize on its own, it has straddled other, more ‘grey’, sectors, both financial and political, leading to yet further questions about just what the film ‘industry’ comprised if taken as a whole, and how to make this industry accountable.

This is not a new problem. Indeed, it has existed through the history of India’s cinema, and has been dealt with by late colonial authority, by the independent nation-state that was born in 1947 and focused on industrial development, and by a ‘new’ and globalized India that many say was born in the early 1990s. On each occasion problems have been identified and solutions found, but when we view this cinema over its century-old existence, there is a tired sameness to the ‘problem of cinema’ as each era defines it. There is even some doubt as to whether its latest resolution, the Bollywood creative economy, isn’t yet again an instance of the old saying that the more things change, the more they remain the same.

In this short introduction to the Indian cinema, I have tried to fashion a way by which we may approach this fascinating topic so that we neither lose its pulsating complexity, nor any uninitiated readers who might have hoped for a rather simpler history. All I say in my defence is that the Indian cinema is like no other, and that I am introducing a cinema that challenges basic tenets of the very concept of film, and which may well be—even keeping the hyperbole down—India’s most spectacular contribution to modern life.

Finally, a few notes: I have, in deference to non-Indian readers, translated as many of the titles of films as I could, but I have desisted from doing so when films referred to proper nouns. I have not attempted to translate when a translation makes no sense, and I urge readers to view such instances as also proper nouns of a sort. I have retained the standard Indian usage of lakh (100,000) and crore (10 million) but also given their metric equivalent, and in converting Indian Rupees into US Dollars I have used exchange rates prevalent at the time to which the reference is made. The major filmmaking centres of Bombay, Madras, and Calcutta—renamed Mumbai (in 1995), Chennai (in 1996), and Kolkata (in 2001), respectively—have been referred to by their old names when speaking of earlier times, and their new ones as we come into the present.

Ashish Rajadhyaksha

Bangalore, December 2015
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6 The child Durga (Uma Dasgupta), sister of Apu, in Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali/Song of the Road (1955)
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11 Violent new Bollywood: Manoj Bajpai plays Sardar Khan, in Anuraag Kashyap’s The Gangs of Wasseypur (2012)
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12 The heyday of Bollywood: Shah Rukh Khan in Karan Johar’s production Kal Ho Naa Ho/Tomorrow May Never Come (2003, directed by Nikhil Advani)
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13 Classic Bollywood retro: advertisement for the Mata Hari fashion collection by Bollywood designers Abu Jani and Sandeep Khosla inserted into photographs of Guru Dutt’s famous musical Mr & Mrs 55 (1955)

By Farrokh Chothia in ‘A Celebration of Style’ by Abu Jani Sandeep Khosla; © 2000. Published by AJSK Publications. Used by permission

The publisher and author apologize for any errors or omissions in the above list. If contacted they will be pleased to rectify these at the earliest opportunity.








Chapter 1


 The political popular



The big bang theory of Indian cinema

Like many formerly colonized nations, India likes its history clean. And one way to unclutter history is to invent creation myths. On 13 February 1928, a man named Dhundiraj Govind Phalke laid claim to one such myth for the Indian cinema. Answering a direct question that day to the colonial government-appointed Indian Cinematograph Committee, ‘I suppose you began the film industry in this country’, he uttered the famous words, ‘Yes, I began the Indian film industry in India in the year 1912.’

Phalke released his first film, the mythological Raja Harishchandra/King Harishchandra on the evening of 3 May 1913 at Bombay’s Coronation Cinematograph. That he was making history in doing so he did not in the least doubt. Six years after Harishchandra, in a series of essays on the cinema, he proclaimed that ‘the art of cinematography is the next stage of photographic art’. Such an art had a decidedly political purpose. Even as he watched The Life of Christ, the film that originally gave him his vision, he wrote: ‘I was mentally visualizing the gods Shri Krishna, Shri Ramachandra, their Gokul and Ayodhya … Could we, the sons of India, ever be able to see Indian images on the screen?’

Harishchandra was an extravagant mythological, a popular tale from the Mahabharata involving a truth-loving and upright king. Out on a hunt in all his regal glory, the king clashes with the spiritual universe of the sage Vishwamitra. The furious sage banishes the king from his kingdom, forcing him to lead the life of an exile and to sacrifice his son. In the end, as the sage is pacified, the dead prince is brought back to life, and the king returns to his throne, the deus ex machina proves to be, as with Indian mythologicals ever since, literally a god.

This film has since been officially consecrated as the moment when the Indian cinema began and Phalke officially commemorated as its father. But this wasn’t the first film made in India; it wasn’t even the first mythological. Its claim of having begun something new lay partially in the manner of its production, but mostly in its conscious claim that it inaugurated a particular understanding of an Indian cinema, as against films merely made or shown in India. In providing a first, influential, stab at an answer to a question that has given filmmakers a hard time—namely, what really is Indian about the Indian cinema—Phalke relied on the larger political movement of swadeshi (support for indigenous produce) that dominated the subcontinent at that time. Mahatma Gandhi would later define swadeshi as ‘that spirit in us which restricts us to the use and service of our immediate surroundings’, whose essential principle was to ‘use only things that are produced by my immediate neighbours and serve those industries by making them efficient and complete where they might be found wanting’.

Phalke translated his political ambition into his film partly through his choice of theme, and partly in the way he announced his project—as a cottage-industry enterprise he named Phalke’s Films, set up in his home in the city of Nasik in Western India. He used shooting locations close by, and processed his footage in a makeshift lab in his wife’s kitchen. Phalke’s Films was an indigenous enterprise in the classically swadeshi sense.

In achieving all this, Phalke also achieved something else: he translated into nationalist advantage an effect of the cinema that had already been widely viewed with considerable anxiety. Its unprecedented capacity to unleash millions of unlettered masses into movie theatres was a matter of concern to the colonial British administration. Perhaps ironically, it was no less a concern to an emergent nationalist elite that had still not figured out whether introducing mass culture into what was still a rarefied political domain was a good or a bad thing. The moment of swadeshi would be India’s first truly modern instance of the political popular and, not for the last time, the cinema would play its role.

This wasn’t the Indian cinema’s only instance of a Big Bang moment. India became independent in 1947, and found with it a second creation myth, in another debut. Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali/Song of the Road, completed thirty-two years after Phalke’s Raja Harishchandra, was inaugurated coincidentally on the same day—3 May—at a screening in the Museum of Modern Art, New York. It was commercially released on 26 August 1955, received a minor award at Cannes the following year, and only went on to become what it now is—India’s most famous film ever—in 1958, when it ran for eight months at the Fifth Avenue Playhouse in New York.

Long before he made the film, Ray was setting the stage for a claim that would be, in the end, no less than Phalke’s. In an essay in Calcutta’s The Statesman, published in 1948, a scant year after Independence, entitled ‘What’s Wrong With Indian Films?’, he wrote: ‘It is easy to tell the world that film production in India is quantitatively second only to Hollywood; for that is a statistical fact’, ‘but can the same be said of its quality?’ ‘Let us face the truth,’ Ray asserted, ‘There has yet been no Indian film which could be acclaimed on all counts’. He would of course soon make the first.

While Phalke did not begin the Indian film industry and Ray certainly did not make its first ‘quality’ movie, both filmmakers inaugurated an influential representation of an industry against which they placed their work. The Indian cinema would be now and forever defined, by proponents of state policy, by social reformers, and by industry experts, as primarily comprising a handful of significant individuals heroically battling a mass of unoriginal Indian films that nobody outside India wants to see, a low-cost industry catering to a vast domestic audience of the illiterate underclass, buying cinema tickets that typically cost less than ten American cents.


The many industries of cinema

What if we begin this introduction with a reverse strategy: not with the standard opening line of a typical history book—‘Indian cinema begins with the making of Dadasaheb Phalke’s Raja Harishchandra in 1913’—but with precisely all that such a narrative leaves out? To see Phalke as the point where the Indian cinema is launched is necessarily to place the cinema into a project of nation-building, one where the cinema strives ever higher for realism, for better and better ‘quality’. Such a project is, with Ray, necessarily scornful of the vast bulk of India’s movie production that gets left by the wayside in the eternal struggle for a cinema of excellence.

Ignoring the ‘trash’ has had some deadly practical consequences. One such has been that the films have not even been preserved. India has had the world’s poorest record of film survivals, with the National Film Archive of India possessing less than 5 per cent of everything that has been made. The damage is greater as you go further back in time: of the approximately 1,400 films made during the silent era for which we have some data, fewer than thirty exist, and those mostly in fragments.

In contrast to the widespread belief that these films were not worth preserving has been the fact that for millions of Indians, wherever they live, a major imagination of India derives from its movies. Their loss has meant that much of the Indian cinema survives only as a memory, its physical demise making the memory the more intense. Since the films themselves often haven’t been preserved, in producing a history of this Indian cinema that relies on fallible memory and other, equally unreliable, secondary sources, both historian and cinephile are compelled to be innovative with their means. Such creativity has had one further influential consequence: the Indian cinema has commonly been cast as a larger cultural entity, perhaps even the most pervasive driving force of popular modernity in modern India.

Let us therefore suggest a few alternative films, and moments, that tell us a fundamentally different story of what might have happened when the cinema took root in India. Let’s begin this story with a somewhat later film that appears, at first glance anyway, as different from Raja Harishchandra as could be: a virtually unknown low-budget film Pitru Prem/Father’s Love, made in 1929. The only reason to choose this film is the historical accident that 1,262 feet survive, for, unlike Phalke, we know nothing about its producers, Mahavir Photoplays. We have therefore to do something that Indian film historians are routinely forced to do: namely, make intelligent speculative guesses at what may have happened. When we do so, however, we open up a history of the cinema that both precedes and follows Phalke by some decades.

Pitru Prem, in its available fragment, tells the story of a rich, pious, and enlightened landlord betrayed by his wayward and dissolute son. The son falls into the clutches of a comic villain named Gadbaddas, and is seduced by a courtesan named Nurjehan. The surviving fragment unfortunately ends just at the point when Nurjehan is about to begin her seduction, but this now forces us to imagine what the remaining film was probably like.

Such a story resonates through much of India’s popular fiction and even its mythology: a good man done in by a woman’s deadly charms. In this case it is not the man himself who is done in, but his son, which effectively damages the family and the home.

Both family and home were essential constructs to the nationalist imagination. In invoking them, the film now works its moral universe through a series of spaces, each opening into another. The landlord, busy with his good works and with social upliftment, is in the verandah of his house where he meets his public, speaks to his tenants, his dependants, and eventually to us directly. Within the home, where the debauched and self-indulgent son is shown, is an interior space of domesticity that the plot will bring under threat. It will do so through surrounding this space with other spaces of dangerous modernity: the evil villain’s den and the courtesan’s brothel.

This footage has been lost, but it is safe to presume that the music attached to her seductive performances in her brothel would have been in the thumri, a popular semi-classical musical form to do with romantic love, and associated with the courtesans of Benares and Lucknow, and perhaps performed in the screening space by a live orchestra lustily singing out Nurjehan’s devious love.

This focus on cinema’s live aspect takes us to the most intriguing part of Pitru Prem, the mysterious courtesan Nurjehan—clearly the high point of the film. She is played by one Miss Gaby Hill. We know little about Gaby Hill. However, as the Times of India (of 27 July 1927) says, most of the film studios maintained ‘a permanent staff of technicians and stars’ and the ‘stars were still largely drawn from among “dancing girls” and Jewesses or Anglo-Indians like Sulochana (Ruby Myers), Ermeline and Patience Cooper’. Hill presumably would have been one such. Such stars were freed of any moral frame and could, as Neepa Majumdar says in her book Wanted Cultured Ladies Only!, occupy the ‘low-class status aligned with public performance’ along with the necessary ‘implications of sexuality and immorality’, even as they claimed an ‘upper-class status linked to a type of modern female identity’.

Imagining Gaby Hill’s performance takes us to the great era of live theatre and music that dominated the first two decades of the 20th century, where singers, dancers, and actors performed in heterogeneous entertainments across India’s metropolitan centres. In Calcutta, which then housed the country’s biggest theatre industry, major venues such as the Star, the Manmohan, the Minerva, the Cornwallis, and the Ripon jostled with each other to advertise their wares in the Amusements page of the Amrita Bazar Patrika newspaper. As a random example, on 31 May 1916, we have the Star Theatre announcing an ‘extraordinary’ special night variety programme which includes stage plays like ‘G. C. Ghose’s Religious Play in V Acts Billymangal, A. N. Dutt’s charming amatory piece Kiss-Miss, Kherode Babu’s Evergreen opera Ali Baba, A. N. Dutt’s Funny farce The Zeppelin of Love and D. L. Roy’s Side-splitting Farce Harnather Sasoorbari jattra’.

In short, had Pitru Prem survived, it would have revealed the cinema as an omnibus package of diverse entertainments, and thus diverse markets, of song, dance, concert-hall, and circus. Nurjehan would have embodied what came later to be known within the film industry as the ‘romantic track’, one of several tracks (to use subsequent industry terminology) that all films necessarily encompassed. Others might have been the comedy track, perhaps represented by the villain Gadbaddas, the action track or musical track, all held together by the barest storyline as the film moved from tragic to comic, from individual to family and social, from speech to song.

Pitru Prem thus reveals Indian cinema as an amalgam, of several discrete commodities loosely stitched together rather than a single commodity. In sharp contrast to say Hollywood, which, in its studio era, famously worked a linear assembly line with clarity as to what the final film would look like, here the cinema’s ability to bring multiple spaces into a coherent story plays another, and rather different function. From its very origins, the cinema amalgamates different spaces of performance. In 1902, when the Original American Biograph Company arrived for a six-day engagement at the South Indian city of Madras’s Victoria Public Hall, the films—mostly documentaries on the coronation of King Edward VII with material that was ‘laughable, sensational, historical, dramatic’—were presented together with a variety of other events. The films themselves were shown, the Madras Mail of 13 November 1902 says, along with ‘apposite comments … displayed in artistic lettering, frequently exquisitely coloured on the huge screen before it was presented’. To that artistic display was added live music, in this instance an orchestra run by an Indian musician who specialized in Western music and played the violin and piano.

There is no Big Bang here, no grand entry that the cinema makes. Even at the epochal screening of 3 May, when Phalke showed his Raja Harishchandra at the Coronation and when the Indian cinema celebrates its birth, the film wasn’t the star attraction of that evening. It was only the last in a line-up of entertainments that included The MacClements: A Comical Sketch and Alexandroff The Wonderful Foot Juggler. As our Amusements page of Calcutta’s Amrita Bazar Patrika shows (Figure 1), the cinema, if it has a presence at all, is a part of a live show. That evening, both the New Cornwallis and the Ripon are showing imported serials. Cornwallis has ‘two powerful dramas The Wages of Crime, Touching Drama, 6,000 feet, and The Ladder of Love, Feature Photoplay, 3,000 feet’, while the Ripon is showing ‘The Greater Cinema Detective Drama by Itala Coy, “Tigris” ’.
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1. ‘No Big Bang’: films advertised alongside theatrical shows in the ‘amusements’ page of the Amrita Bazar Patrika, Calcutta (31 May 1916).






As the decade proceeded, most of the famous plays—including the very ones listed in the Amrita Bazar Patrika’s amusements page, Khirode Prasad Vidyavinode’s operas and Dwijendralal Roy’s farces—would soon be filmed, and the films would crowd the theatre literally off the stage. Arriving at the bottom end of the variety show, as the second decade unfolded, cinema would climb up that ladder, gobbling up these diverse entertainment forms, to eventually regurgitate them through the 20th century into diverse media, from television to fashion, from fanzines to event management.


Colonial misreadings

If Pitru Prem becomes the point of departure of our inquiry, then, the Indian cinema becomes a story of a new technology stealthily entering, and, as it took root, escalating a late 19th-century tradition of mass entertainment that went together with the birth of a new public that read books, bought popular prints, had themselves photographed, and, if they could afford it, got their portraits painted.

A new problem was created for colonial authority. The music, theatre, print, and painting that this new public consumed were local adaptations of forms imported from Victorian England, to fulfil a specific imperial ambition. Ever since the disastrous ‘sepoy’ mutiny of 1857, which saw India officially taken over from the private East India Company by the British Crown, Britain had become determined to give this land a ‘proper’ history. The great Imperial Assemblage in Delhi in 1877, when Victoria was crowned Empress of India, had been choreographed as a visual spectacle. The sequel 1903 Durbar that celebrated the coronation of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra, designed in meticulous detail by Lord Curzon, was ‘India as international spectacle’ created for the camera: ‘mysterious India … staged as slow-motion photo opportunity’, writes photography historian Christopher Pinney.

All of this spectacle would take a different and somewhat unexpected turn. Photography studios springing up in Calcutta’s Elgin Street, Madras’s Mount Road, and Bombay’s Fort, had effectively made the imperial durbar style with all its paraphernalia available to anyone who could pay for it. It was often said of the venerable firm of Calcutta’s Bourne & Shepherd, known initially for exotic travel photography in the Himalayas and later for commissions by the British Raj, Indian royalty, and the colonial elite, that no official engagement, investiture, marriage, or even birthday party was considered complete without the presence of B&S photographers.

Such use of photography went alongside Calcutta’s Battala printing presses, turning out massive quantities of cheap literature, like almanacs, educational books, and fiction. As far back as the 1880s, the print bazaar was selling pictures in the thousands, using simple engraving technology such as woodblock printmaking, and later the imported techniques of lithography and oleography. As Francesca Orsini shows in her path-breaking work on the publishing boom in the 1860s, the print boom went alongside theatre: it was the ‘commercial theatre with its corollary, chapbooks and songbooks’ that propelled so many song and poetic genres into the world of book-buying for leisure. ‘Learning these songs by heart would transform the viewer into an active producer, thereby socializing the pleasure of the song and the play within circles of friends,’ she writes. ‘If we are allowed to read back the pleasure of the modern film songs into that of the theatre songs of the 19th century, we could also say that learning these songs meant appropriating for oneself, and playing with, the emotions and sensuality contained in texts and the tunes.’

It was a matter of no little concern when the newly arrived mass publics of theatre and print began adopting forms as venerated as oil on canvas without understanding—or even, it often appeared to the British, recognizing the need to understand—the discipline that was required to practise them. Artists trained in the academic style in the art schools of Calcutta, Bombay, and Lahore, whose curricula had been modelled on that of the Royal College of Art, found themselves doing things that they were certainly not taught to do. Some of their work was in a familiar domain, as when they were hired for ‘Company School’ painting duty, by Maharajahs and Nawabs wanting to introduce the grandeur of the Durbar into their own courts, or by the colonial elites to do their portraits.

It became a major problem for the colonial administration when portrait or landscape painting was made to do things that were, at the very least, unorthodox. It wasn’t always clear what was going on when art school aesthetics got merged into local popular traditions, still photographers commonly painted over their photographs with thick paint and pasted photographic cut-outs on paintings, and painters were commissioned to produce gigantic stage backdrops of forests, gardens, and palace interiors in front of which plays would be staged. Consider, for example, the virtually unknown mid-19th-century painter Shaykh Muhammad Amir of Karrya, who art historian Stuart Cary Welch says must have been a ‘boxwallah’, the ‘lowest of lowly traders who went from door to door selling boxfuls of ribbons, thread and trinkets’, a man who almost certainly ‘offered his services to all comers, hawking his talents in promising neighbourhoods’. What precisely happens, Welch asks, when a man such as this paints a palatial colonial house and garden in Calcutta, and shows ‘views of house and gardens, of house pets, horses, and servants’ and catches with some whimsy ‘the mood of a period that must have been glorious for the blessed few’? Was there some possibility of even a hint of subversion in this whimsy?


Cinematic fakes and the credulous Indian

If the 1903 Durbar belonged to photography, its 1911 sequel—announced to commemorate the coronation in Britain of King George V and Queen Mary—was ‘almost certainly the biggest newsreel event to date’, says historian Stephen Bottomore. It was filmed by two dozen film crews, and although pride of place went to Charles Urban’s feature-length Kinemacolour film titled With our King and Queen Throughout India, in the throng of cameramen were three venerable Indian crews: those of Hiralal Sen, S. N. Patankar, and the Madan Theatres.

All three are at least as significant as Phalke as pioneers of the Indian cinema. All three would now use, or we might say misuse, the colonial Durbar spectacle to create an indigenized variant. In the process, like Phalke, they too would open up another, rather more covert, ambition of the colonial popular.

Even before the Indians came on the scene, the British colonial administration was having problems administering its production of authorized spectacle, as photographers and filmmakers ‘dressed up’ their images with scant regard to any verisimilitude. As far back as in their celebrated photographs of the great 1857 Indian mutiny, Italian‐British photographer Felice Beato, of the firm of Robertson & Beato, had artificially reconstructed scenes for the camera, including deliberately adding corpses and skeletons to shots showing the violence of the Indian mutineers. Again in 1915, indeed soon after the Durbar, there was the major scandal of British filmmaker Hilton DeWitt Girdwood, the first official cameraman to work with the British army on the western front, filming the most elaborate fakes of the First World War with the help of soldiers dressed in British and German uniforms.

What now happened was that Indian entrepreneurs not only began imitating this tendency, but brought to this misappropriation a potentially political edge. Calcutta’s Star Theatres, which had shown miscellaneous imported footage as far back as in 1898 (by a man we only know as ‘Professor Stevenson’), began screening shows that actor, author, and impresario Amritlal Basu literally named ‘fakes’ and ‘actualities’. Such fakes featured extensively in Hiralal Sen’s work, which began with filming stage plays, and would now, in 1911 and at the end of his career, extend to documentary footage of the Grand Delhi Coronation Durbar and Royal Visit to Calcutta Including Their Majesties’ Arrival at Amphitheatre, Arrival at Howrah, Princep’s Ghat, Procession, Visit to Bombay and Exhibition.

It was S. N. Patankar, also present at the 1911 Durbar, who took the further step, adapting British regalia to dress up the 17th-century Western Indian Maratha warrior king Shivaji Bhosle. Shivaji’s exploits in battling first the Adilshahi sultanate of Bijapur and later the Mughals had become the stuff of popular legend, and now the Shivaji historical became a genre in its own right, combining the popular influence of Walter Scott’s novels together with a courtly idiom to tell adventure sagas and tales set in palaces and forts around Kolhapur and Pune. Patankar’s Narayanrao Peshwa (1915) has not survived, but this tale of a Maratha courtier who was killed in a palace coup was almost certainly the very first of a cycle of historicals that would be made in various studios such as the Kolhapur Cinetone and the Prabhat Film Company, owing their ancestry to an imperial spectacle that Patankar encountered in the pageantry of Delhi in 1911.

Even more extraordinary was the Madan Theatres’ assimilation of the 1911 Durbar. Purchasing two prominent theatrical companies, the Elphinstone and the Khatau-Alfred, the enterprise of Parsee magnate J. F Madan had brought into the cinema a popular stage style known as the Parsee Theatre, that merged influences from Persian lyric poetry and its love legends, in genres like the historical, the romantic melodrama, and the mythological. Eventually, it would crystallize these into a unique brand, adapting the Elizabethan form—especially plays by its key employee, ‘India’s Shakespeare’ Aga Hashr Kashmiri, who adapted A Winter’s Tale, Measure for Measure, and, most famously, Macbeth—into sagas of blood ties and blood feuds, honour, sacrifice, and destiny, using Farsi, Arabic, and Moorish legends.


Censorship

We arrive, then, at the end of the first decade of the 20th century into the era of cinema at a time when technologies introduced in the Victorian and Edwardian eras find themselves proliferating locally, developing local content, and, occasionally, a real or sometimes imagined political edge. Paintings, photographs, and finally films found both practitioners and audiences, with material that was at best of dubious evidentiary and aesthetic value being widely considered poor or cheap imitations of British aesthetics.

If Indian inability to internalize the properties of verisimilitude led many British administrators to despair at the ‘astonishingly credulous’ nature of the native Indian, as evidenced in their ‘plays (native-dramas) and stories (folk-lore)’, in the words of Constance Bromley, secretary and manager of Opera House, Calcutta, it also revealed a contrary fear: that Indians, far from being credulous, might well be knowing exactly what they were doing.

As far back as the late 1880s, the Travancore painter Raja Ravi Varma, already India’s leading portraitist, was making a new reputation with his expansion of the heavy Victorian idiom of portraiture to paint figures from Indian mythology. He would soon further adapt to the growing market with his own Lithographic Press in 1894, which released a flood of popular visual material that would, over the next decades, directly and through his numerous imitators, literally engulf the country.

Controversy around Varma’s practice, which included modifying colonial oil painting to include mythological figures and subjects, also now inaugurated an entire debate that would dominate the colonial era: of censorship primarily targeting indigenous mythologicals and historicals in Indian literature, theatre, and painting. Varma’s own late 1880s painting Sita’s Ordeal caused a sensation when it arrived in Baroda. It depicts the final ordeal of Sita, wife of the god-king Rama, who had rescued her after her kidnap by Ravana, upon her return to Ayodhya, when her chastity is openly questioned. Unable to endure this insult, Sita appeals to Bhoomi Devi, the earth mother, and a chasm opens at her feet. Sita was apparently read as Mother India, whose own honour was threatened by colonial interrogators.

Two problems were caused by such works: first, their content and meaning, and how these were being locally interpreted; and second, the potential consequences of their unprecedented dissemination. It was less a matter of subversive or inflammable content and more its mass-duplication that bothered the colonial censor: of just what might happen when such content could be mass-produced and become effectively available for (mis)interpretation on every wall of every household in India.

Formal censorship was introduced into India in the theatre with the Dramatic Performances Act of 1876, more to control dissemination rather than content. According to this Act, governments could prohibit any performance they deemed to be of a ‘scandalous nature, disrupting social values, or felt that it might excite feelings of disaffection against the government established by law, or that it would corrupt persons’. As Sir Arthur Hobhouse, Lieutenant Governor of Bengal, outlined it, the problem was ‘the manner in which all the most revered institutions under which we have lived had been brought into contempt by public exhibitions (such as these)’ and while their staging ‘may not amount to treason, and not even to sedition, yet nevertheless, everything which politically ought to be treated as sacred in the eyes, not only of Europeans, but more especially of natives, might be brought day after day, month after month, into greater and greater contempt’.

Hobhouse was putting it delicately. Others were more direct. A. C. Logan, Commissioner, Central Division, to the Bombay government, said that the problem was that ‘the performances of such plays is calculated to excite the lowest classes, who would not be reached by newspapers or meetings’.


The economy of swadeshi

By the first decade, the economy of swadeshi had in itself become a viable market for indigenous produce. From the 1890s, swadeshi had given indigenous popular culture an explicitly political turn in the movements spearheaded by nationalist leader Bal Gangadhar Tilak. In 1893 Tilak inaugurated a new form of the political popular with the sarvajanik (community) festival of the famed elephant god Ganesha, with massive public gatherings in which, in the words of Bombay Police Commissioner S. M. Edwardes, ‘bands of young Hindus gave theatrical performances and sang religious songs, in which the legends of Hindu mythology were carefully exploited to arouse hatred of the “foreigner”, the word mleccha or “foreigner” being applied equally to Europeans and Mohammedans’.

Many of the plays banned for inciting hatred were historicals and mythologicals. The most famous censorship case of the period was of the Marathi stage play, K. P. Khadilkar’s Keechak Vadh/The Killing of Keechaka (1907), which told the Puranic story of Pandavas in exile, living incognito as lowly servants of the King Virat, and apparently made allegorical links between the evil Keechaka and Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India and the man responsible for the Partition of Bengal in 1905.

To counter this growing industry of cultural nationalism in the cinema, in 1918 the government of India passed the Indian Cinematograph Act, setting up a formal Censor Board for ‘examining and certifying films as suitable for unrestricted public exhibition or for public exhibition restricted to adults’. In narrowly legal terms, there was some confusion as to the criteria for deciding ‘suitability’, with the Act itself attempting to defuse the situation by arguing—along the lines of the British Cinematograph Act of 1909—that all that the Censors were concerned with was the ‘safety of persons attending exhibitions therein’.

If in the late 19th century swadeshi had become a major political movement, by the end of the First World War it would grow into a significant economic sector as well, as Indian entrepreneurs benefited from the informal ban on imported goods. Swadeshi cloth was being made in mills in Bombay, Bengal, and Ahmedabad; soap, sugar, pharmaceuticals, and many other commodities were also made and sold under this label. It got to a point where many corporate entrepreneurs understood economic nationalism as simply transferring British industry to Indian hands. In 1919 Gandhi drew political attention to the problem, warning that ‘all imitation of English economics will spell our ruin’. In 1938 he further complained that it had become the fashion ‘to bamboozle the unwary public by adding “India Limited” to full-blooded British concerns’, with the ultimate irony that ‘Lever Brothers (India) Limited have their factories here now. They claim to produce swadeshi soap.’

As it grew, the somewhat unstable combination of swadeshi politics and industry presented yet another challenge to the colonial administration: it began to appear as though all Indian films, in their very existence, were liable to be viewed by paranoid censors as potentially swadeshi, and therefore possessed of subversive content. As the newspaper Vilás argued in a 1925 essay titled ‘Government Should Abolish the Bombay Board of Censors’: ‘We do not know of even a single film that has come up before the public without being cut up to some extent by the sharp sword of the Censor’s Board.’

This was the origin of a long-held belief that all cinema made in India, in its very nature, has to be viewed inherently as willy-nilly playing a political role. Was there ever a more substantial definition of swadeshi cinema? Again it was Phalke who volunteered one. Despite the fact that many industries had been born and had died in India’s villages, he said, if ‘my Indian film enterprise had died like this, it would have been a permanent disgrace to the swadeshi movement in the eyes of people in London’. What was on display when he made cinema was (his) uniquely Indian entrepreneurial genius: films, ‘whose single copy could bring in incomes worthy of a millionaire’ had been ‘produced in only eight months and that also with hand-driven machines, without a proper studio and with technicians who were so new and inexperienced that they were ignorant of even the spelling of the word cinema’. From all of this Phalke pulled out his all-encompassing definition of what made a swadeshi film: ‘My films are swadeshi’, he wrote, ‘in the sense that the capital, ownership, employees and stories are swadeshi.’

Notwithstanding the success of swadeshi economics in several sectors, at the time Phalke and Patankar began their film careers, four-fifths of all organized productive capacity in the Indian economy was still colonially controlled. India’s industrial elite was, at the time, still a small set of well-established families who had made the most of the cotton and opium boom in the 19th century. These business houses—in Bombay it was the Petits, the Wadias, the Readymoneys, the Sassoons, and the Tatas—had grown through their interaction with the British; they intermixed with the Europeans and frequented the same clubs.

In sharp contrast were the traditional trading communities of India. These communities would, as a part of their investment in the local bazaar economy, also patronize popular calendar-art, which represented the religiosity of new business cultures, providing new practices of popular image-making and image-worship. These were the people who both embraced the ideology of swadeshi and who also entered the movies as its financiers. Phalke’s own first venture into professional studio production, the Hindustan Cinema Films Company, was launched in 1919 by a group of Indian partners with equal shareholding. Patankar too managed to attract investments from local financiers, in his instance with direct assistance from Tilak himself, who persuaded two swadeshi financiers to invest. It was the lowly class of indigenous traders, rather than the colonial corporate elites, who funded the cinema, and on the way set up strong links between local production practices in the cinema, indigenous finance-capital, and local content.


Gul-e-Bakavali and the political popular

In 1921, financier-producer Dwarkadas Sampat began India’s first major studio, the Kohinoor (described as the MGM of the Indian silent cinema). It was inevitable, given the social status of the cinema and the rise of a swadeshi subaltern public, that his first film would be a mythological. It was equally inevitable (and perhaps Sampat might have even wanted this to happen) that the colonial Censor would immediately see political intent in his film. This film was Bhakta Vidur/Saint Vidur, a story taken from the Mahabharata and advertised as a ‘series of events between Pandavas and Kauravas, which led to the decline and downfall of the ancient empire and culminated in terrible war between the two rival factions’. Bhakta Vidur’s own claim was that it was ‘a Swadeshi film, portraying the Glory of the East’ with a ‘skill of acting which defies European art’ (Bombay Chronicle, 13 August 1921). As described by the Censor Board on the other hand, the Mahabharata tale was a ‘thinly veiled resume of political events in India, Vidur appearing as Mr. Gandhi clad in Gandhi-cap and khaddar shirt’.

Sampat was not making a political film with propagandist intent as much as exploiting a swadeshi market. However, as the studio itself grew into a Hollywood-style film factory, with simultaneous productions, story sessions, and star careers, it also set up a new parameter for the political popular. The studio itself did not last very long; much of it was destroyed by a fire in 1925. But its brief success effectively paved the way for the major studio that inherited its mantle, Ardeshir Irani’s Imperial Film Company, which would in turn take us to the doorstep of the mainstream cinemas of Bombay.

On the one hand, then, both Kohinoor and Imperial spent time and money manufacturing India’s first generation of proper movie stars in the Hollywood sense of the term, even if they occasionally bent the meaning of that term to cater to local needs. One of Imperial’s biggest projects was silent cinema’s major star, Sulochana’s film Wildcat of Bombay (1927), in which she played eight roles (gardener, policeman, Hyderabadi gentleman, street urchin, European blonde, an old banana-seller, and an expert pickpocket who gives her money to charity). Designed to showcase the star’s many performance skills, it would have also reconfirmed the omnibus character of the cinema including, here, its ability to absorb European influences. On the other hand, what was also happening was a kind of cinema with nascent political content, and thus—the Censor’s dread—always with the potential to be used, or misused, for political ends.

This was the cloud beneath which a major popular culture was launched, in Bombay, in Calcutta and Madras: a cinema that was, in its very nature, an unreliable creature, always to be watched out for. When such an object produces its own history, it tells a very different one, as did the next film Sampat made after Vidur: the immensely popular Gul-e-Bakavali/The Magic Flower (1924).

Gul-e-Bakavali was almost certainly the first truly national commercial hit in India. If Pitru Prem exists in fragments, Gul-e-Bakavali—whose original version has been entirely lost—survives only through popular memory, its content kept alive in numerous remakes, each maintaining some of its essence even as it adapts its content over the decades to different kinds of use. What is of significance is the incipient political nature of the saga, which is what has been resurrected in version after version, in language after language, across India.

The first version, at Imperial, was set up as a star vehicle. Made with silent stars Zubeida and Khalil, who with Sulochana were India’s first real movie stars, it adapted a well known theme from the Parsee stage: the folklore adventure. It drew on legends associated with the mythic flower Gul, the fairy Bakavali, and the eastern prince Taj-ul-Mulk, who wants the flower to cure his blind father. The legend itself varies from Persia to Kashmir, but takes its contemporary form from the theatre. Especially popular on the Parsee stage were scenes in which Taj-ul-Mulk faces his villainous brothers who have stolen the flower and turned Bakavali to stone, and her spectacular human re-birth.

Thirty years after the Kohinoor film, as evidence of the political twists and turns that popular culture would take in India, in 1955 the story became an unlikely source for a Tamil version featuring its legendary superstar-politician M. G. Ramachandran. This adaptation, now more explicitly ideological, in support of Ramachandran’s political ambitions, has a prince banished by his father to the forest, because the father had received a prophecy that he would lose his sight if he ever set eyes on his son. As the banished son grows up to be the hero, there is the inevitable reunion, and the son restores his father’s sight as he finds, after many adventures, the healing flower. The story now turns into a popular rendition of the legitimizing of the crown prince, an identity that Ramachandran would claim for himself politically.

An even more heavily plotted Telugu film Gul-e-Bakavali Katha/Saga of the Magic Flower (1962) with Ramachandran’s Telugu counterpart, the major star and future politician N. T. Rama Rao, shifted the problem largely into a royal palace intrigue: the good King Chandrasena has two wives, one good, the other evil. When the good wife finally gets pregnant, the evil one bribes an astrologer to present the prophecy of blindness to the King. The child (future hero Rama Rao) is born in a forest and eventually—with the help of that elusive flower—brings back his father’s sight and saves his country.


A century on

Both Pitru Prem and Gul-e-Bakavali give us a glimpse into other histories of the Indian cinema, of generic survivals in popular consciousness, and ultimately a kind of incipient subaltern politics that the cinema always threatened to foment. If Phalke is where the ‘official’ Indian cinema is born, such a birth commits it also for all time to strive and reach higher and higher levels of realism and of excellence. If a somewhat less legitimate, but perhaps more pervasive, history of the cinema is glimpsed from the entertainments assembled by Pitru Prem, what we get is a practice that is not itself quite an industry, but survives in the way it stitches together diverse industries and economies. If Gul-e-Bakavali is our marker, we encounter a popular culture that, by virtue of its sheer popularity, is perennially on the verge of its politicization. Whichever history we choose—and as we shall see, there will be many to choose from—we shall find that it is rather longer than genres condemned to being forgotten are usually allowed to reveal.








Chapter 2



 Late colonial India



No takers for empire

Sound came into India in spectacular fashion: in 1931, the Imperial Studio’s proprietor Ardeshir Irani rushed out Alam Ara to narrowly beat Madan Theatres’ much bigger-budgeted song and dance Shirin Farhad to the post of being the Indian cinema’s first full-length sound film. Both films had been derived from the popular Parsee theatre. Alam Ara’s author, playwright Joseph David, became especially famous for his Wadia Movietone scripts including the legendary Hunterwali/Lady With the Whip (1935), a stunt movie made with the Australian actress Fearless Nadia, ‘protector of the poor and punisher of evildoers’, and performer of stunts such as fighting twenty soldiers at once.

All of these films, Alam Ara, Shirin Farhad, and Hunterwali, became for late colonial India examples of an almost perverse globalization. The cinema appeared to be capable of doing almost everything—borrowing, for instance, from diverse sources around the globe—except, it seemed, what it was meant to be doing under colonial rule.

Between 1920 and 1931 India saw its first boom in indigenous film production. The number of feature films jumped from three in 1918 to thirty-five in 1921, sixty-three in 1922, and 209 in 1931. The Indian cinema was clearly set to take-off. What was entirely unclear was where it was taking off to. Both the boom in production, as well as the kind of money flowing into studios and into movie theatres, sent deeply conflicting messages. India’s movie economy found itself, not for the first time, speaking for a larger economic sector of which it would be at once a symbol and an anomaly.

The problem the cinema presented was primarily this. Between 1913 and the early 1930s, India was the largest importer of British goods. British manufactures represented more than a third of India’s total imports, and the Indian market was considered something of a life-support for Britain’s very survival as an industrial power.

When the cinema came along, therefore, the assumption was that India’s vast audiences too would benefit Britain, and a nascent Indian film industry was envisaged that might join hands with Britain to co-produce and co-market films. It quickly became evident that this would be unachievable, as unexpected barriers arose to the British cinema’s ability to access Indian markets in anything like a stable, long-term way.

India’s baffling intransigence towards British cinema would now make its movie industry strangely symptomatic of colonial industry as a whole. Industry was the bedrock of the imperium, and for it to be sustainable, it needed to set up infrastructure, needed untrammelled access to domestic markets, and, above all, needed access to Indian investment capital. It was as though the cinema, in its denial of all three for British co-productions, found itself becoming a prime example of India’s apparent unwillingness to become a ‘proper’ market for British manufactures.

The arrival of the film industry thus provided further confirmation of India’s incapability of belonging properly to the colonial system. A role was being envisaged for the cinema as a whole within the British Empire that was in several respects similar to that which Hollywood was playing in setting up a rival American empire. This role the Indian cinema appeared unable and, worse, unwilling to play.

As early as 1924, the Bombay Chronicle (5 December 1924) bemoaned a crisis that the Indian cinema faced, with language that would be used for decades to come. Although ‘India possesses natural scenery, the most varied and magnificent in the world’, was ‘strewn with historic monuments, the like of which is not to be seen in any other country’, and although its people had ‘customs and modes of life are among the most picturesque on earth’, all these natural advantages appeared ‘not sufficient to enable those engaged in the film industry to turn out products of first-rate quality and aesthetic perfection’. India possessed a market potential that was unique in the British Empire, but its audiences were simply not cultured enough to either appreciate films from elsewhere, or even to distinguish between friendly films made within the Empire and ‘foreign’ films that were hostile to the imperial project (read Hollywood).

The problem was, many felt, only partly with the films being made. Mostly it was a problem with the underdeveloped tastes of the Indian audience. One aspect of it was how to tutor this audience in how to acquire good taste. Another was to decide how Britain could make an appropriate colonial cinema that would work in India. The Times (London, 23 August 1923) wrote that ‘there are no home-made productions there and very few British productions are imported. The Americans have a monopoly in the market and they send films over in an indiscriminate way … To the English they are merely ridiculous. To the native, who probably believes that they give a fair idea of English life, they may be very harmful indeed.’


Colonial ambitions for the cinema

The Indian cinema’s inability to fall in line with a colonial agenda spoke deeply to an emerging crisis within Britain, and the Empire as a whole. ‘At the turn of the century, British film-makers were among the most enterprising in the world,’ goes the opening line of Andrew Higson’s book on British national cinema: ‘By the First World War, this initiative had been lost to the American film industry.’ What the loss of Britain’s film industry did was to force a new urgency on the need to protect Empire markets. The Prince of Wales referred to it as ‘films (that) are a real aid to the development of Imperial trade’, recalling the catchphrase ‘Trade Follows the Film’.

In 1925, soon after the fragmentation of the Empire became real with the breaking away of Catholic Ireland as the Irish Free State in 1922, the Imperial Economic Conference was convened in London. It was, said the Conference, a matter of ‘the most serious concern’ that the films ‘shown in the various parts of the Empire should be to such an overwhelming extent the product of foreign countries’ (once again read Hollywood). Arrangements for the ‘distribution of such Empire films as are produced [were] far from adequate’. From now on, ‘great importance’ would be attached ‘to the larger production within the Empire of films of high entertainment value and films of sound educational merit’. New measures would be introduced that would extend ‘ample preference for free entry for films produced within the Empire’.

This initiative put both Indian movie producers and representatives of Indian industry in a quandary. It was clearly to the benefit of the Indian cinema to qualify as a key part of Empire Film, as it was for its industry to qualify for imperial quotas so that Indian films might also be shown elsewhere in the British Empire. But this meant, first and foremost, that India had to learn how to make properly colonial cinema. India ‘owes a duty first to herself’, said the landmark 1932 British report Film in National Life. The ‘production and distribution of films which worthily express the national character is an obligation of Imperial as well as of international partnership’. If India was going to live up to its responsibilities, it needed to understand that a film should at once ‘display the ancient dignity of the Mahabharata as teach the Indian peasant the elements of hygiene and sanitation’.

India’s nationalist leadership was clearly suspicious of the entire endeavour, for India’s interests were no longer coincident with Britain’s. Punjab’s nationalist leader Lala Lajpatrai vehemently opposed the entire idea of Empire quota, considering it his duty ‘to enter an emphatic protest against the insidious way in which various methods are adopted to thrust the principle of British Imperial Preference by the back-door’. Speaking at the 1927 Legislative Assembly debates, he said that although he had no objection to the idea in principle, he saw it as a ploy to force Britain’s cinema down the throats of the Empire. This expression of a ‘parental solicitude to protect the morals of the people of this country’ was actually nothing but an ‘anxiety of Government to protect and encourage British produced films’.

To the British, it wasn’t only a matter of protecting colonial subjects from the cinema. It was a matter also of protecting the Empire itself, as Sir Hesketh Bell, former governor of Uganda and Nigeria, famously said. While ‘we know that a vast deal of harm can be done even to civilised persons by the display of bad pictures’, he wrote, it had only recently become possible to study the ‘injury which can be done to primitive people by the exhibition of demoralising films’. Such a negative impact could ‘hardly be exaggerated’, according to Bell: ‘The success of our government of subject races depends almost entirely on the degree of respect which we can inspire.’ To him, ‘incalculable is the damage that has already been done to the prestige of Europeans in India and the Far East through the widespread exhibition of ultra-sensational and disreputable pictures’.

Through the late 19th century, the use of social hygiene had been a key context for validating state regulation of people’s behaviour, and by the early 20th century this became one of the central institutions of both the censorship mechanism and the new Empire Films policy. The consequent assembly of an apparatus of public medical health under Sanitary Commissioners and Inspectors and the organization of All India Sanitary Conferences in various cities in the period 1911‐14 and after the Montagu‐Chelmsford Reforms of 1919, put together one of the more influential and elaborate instruments of governmental discipline.

The instruments of health and sanitation were influential not least because of the way they directly acted upon the colonized native body, a transgression most vividly evidenced in plague eradication programmes and the passing of the Epidemic Diseases Act, 1897. The widespread authority that sanitary policing gave to its officers included supervision of conservancy, administering the registration of births and deaths, investigation into epidemics, and the right to supervise the sanitary requirements of buildings.

Liberal-nationalist perceptions of the often excessive, and invasive, control exerted upon the social behaviour of women had become a substantial enough issue for the Indian National Congress to pass a resolution in 1888 asking for abolition of British laws regulating prostitution. Now several new organizations of native social policing, from pro-censorship Leagues of Social Purity to Temperance Committees and Anti-Nautch campaigns, succeeded in putting together a broad consensus around the censorship apparatus as a social health issue, in which such organizations would be given a direct role to play.

And so, an organization named the Social Hygiene Delegation said to the 1928 Indian Cinematographic Committee that the cinema was the root cause of a large number of India’s evils. In ‘every province that we visited’, they said, they found that ‘the evil influence of cinema was cited by educationists and representative citizens as one of the major factors in lowering the standards of sex conduct and thereby tending to increase the dissemination of disease’. For them, the evil influence of the cinema hinged on the Indian inability to read ‘correct’ meanings into the ‘Western’ cinema: Indian audiences misread them, saw things in them and learnt damaging lessons from them ‘stimulat(ing) crime and sensuality’. ‘Films depicting stories of crime and immorality in European and American settings have an evil influence on the youth of those countries; the influence is far more pernicious when the ordinary habits of life, the traditions and social customs of the West are interpreted in the light of the traditions and social customs of the East.’


Financiers and frontmen

Indian cultural intransigence—its unwillingness and, to many, its inability, to make a cinema that might rise to the colonial challenge—would get mapped onto another, larger economic issue. India’s thriving informal banking sector, which supplied 90 per cent of all loans and investments across the subcontinent, appeared curiously inimical to industrial investment. It preferred instead to extend loans mainly to rural trade, becoming something of an engine for rural commoditization. The kind of money that was coming into the movies now became in itself part of the problem, and provided a further explanation for why the movies were bad: they were so because of the bad money that was financing them.

In 1927, Imperial’s Ardeshir Irani was extensively quizzed about the workings of the Indian film industry by the Indian Cinematograph Committee. Irani began with a mild boast. There was indeed major demand in India for the movies, he said, but asserted that India’s own indigenous producers were ‘able to meet the demand very easily’, that, in short, there was no need to import films, either from Britain or from anywhere else. Irani went to some length, thus, to dismiss the very opportunity British producers had hoped for from the vast Indian market. Pressed by his interrogators as to where he got his finances from, and having, in one questioner’s words, ‘skirted a good deal round the question of the financing of the Indian producing companies’, Irani admitted that he had two partners, yes, they had their own capital, and no, none of this was ‘public money’. There were, he admitted, some ‘fly-by-night companies’, which were ‘appearing, going on for a month or two and then disappearing’ usually with unpaid debts. To him, these were ‘not companies’, but just people who rented his premises to make their own movies, or commission specific productions from studios like his.

Irani’s problem was clearly in the end not money. There was no dearth of investors. His problem was respectability. Asked if government assistance might be beneficial for the movie industry, he passionately asserted that this was vital: vital not for the finance it could bring but because, if Government invested funds, it would encourage ‘many prominent Indians who have surplus money’ to ‘come forward and help us once they see that Government is advancing money to film producing companies’. There was a ‘sort of social stigma attached to the industry’, he said, that needed to be dispelled.

Irani’s need was clear, but his concerns about government participation were prescient. As far back as 1921, the Westminster Gazette said that ‘the Indian States provide among the most profitable markets for indecent films’, and that ‘as soon as film production in India becomes better organized, there is every reason to fear that this illicit trade in indecent films may increase considerably’. Irani may or may not have known about this concern, but when he was asked if in return for financial support from the government he would agree to ‘give some power to the government to see that you produce good films’, his answer was unequivocal: ‘No, no power. We don’t want any control of the government over that.’


Lahore cinema: the Anarkali effect

Through the 1920s, then, the ‘problem of cinema’ came to be fashioned in both bureaucratic and public consciousness as more or less this: Indian movies were made by bad money, were indecent, and more, unhygienic. For all that, they were hugely popular locally. And for reasons that often baffled colonial authority, Indian producers appeared unqualified to receive assistance on reform, and incapable of handling it when it was offered.

An important place where such a model of cinema developed was Lahore. Since 1900, when the Punjab Land Alienation Act was passed by the British to keep its agrarian economy within a feudal structure, major quantities of money moved from the Punjab countryside into Lahore and beyond in search of new investment opportunity. One consequence of this credit economy was the boom in the prices of urban land. Investments in land extended into further investments into movie theatres, at the time the most profitable use of the land, and finance into film production often came about to feed the theatres. Several of Lahore’s earliest producers were exhibitors, theatre owners, and real-estate investors putting money into production mainly to keep their theatres supplied.

The movies that were now made, with money from such sources—a kind of anti-industrial trading capital committed to a rural status-quo assembled during colonial rule and in complicity with the rulers—often reflected the cultures of their financiers. The cinema became integral to a variety of quasi-industrial alternatives: such alternatives being generally viewed as more suitable to the communitarian cultural and economic requirements of its investors. Along with businesses geared to agricultural products, and low-technology consumer goods oriented to the regional market, came the movies, viewed as locally produced, commercially viable, low-tech commodities.

We saw Gul-e-Bakavali as perhaps Bombay’s first major contribution to a cinematic idiom that would travel through the subcontinent. Lahore had its own, the equally pervasive legend of Anarkali, which would become the founding legend of a popular culture across the Indian cinema’s many languages.

Anarkali originates in its contemporary form in a romantic play written in 1922 by a young Lahore-based playwright Imtiaz Ali Taj. His play, simply titled Anarkali, tells of the tragic love affair between Prince Salim, son of the Mughal Emperor Akbar, and a slave girl. Although the play was a hit, it gave little indication at the time as to the scale of the impact it would have on future cinema.

Roughly five years after the play was staged, the Great Eastern Film Corporation, Delhi, announced a big-budget screen adaptation, The Loves of a Mughal Prince. To be directed by the actor and director Charu Roy and featuring the original playwright Imtiaz Ali Taj himself as the Mughal Emperor Akbar, the big-budget production was slow to complete. Even as it was being filmed, Irani’s Imperial Studio—never one to miss a business opportunity—rushed out a rival production with its main star Sulochana, simply titled Anarkali. The rivalry would create the biggest genre, in terms of production scale, that the Indian cinema would ever see: the Mughal epic (see Figure 2).
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2. One of the many Mughal-era spinoffs of the Anarkali legend. Publicity leaflet of the silent Ulfat-e-Mohammed/Loves of Prince Mohammed, featuring cinema star Khalil, made at the Kohinoor studios, Bombay.






The story would be retold: most famously in India’s biggest-ever film production, K. Asif’s gargantuan epic Mughal-e-Azam/Emperor of the Mughals (1960). It would then be adapted in Telugu in 1955, in Malayalam in 1966, and then again in Telugu in 1978 with N. T. Rama Rao’s florid Akbar Saleem Anarkali.

Great Eastern was beaten to this particular goalpost, but it was not done. That studio had earlier part-supported the Indo-German production by Himansu Rai, scenarist and playwright Niranjan Pal’s adaptation of Edwin Arnold’s orientalist poem of 1861 titled The Light of Asia (1925). Several of its members would now support Rai’s second feature, the spectacular silent film Shiraz (1928), the film that, in the end, stamped the Mughal romance with its stature. Shiraz tells the story of how infant princess Selima, lost in a raid on a caravan, is found and raised by a potter, and grows up with his son, the sculptor Shiraz (played by Rai himself). She is later abducted and sold as a slave to Prince Khurram, later Emperor Shah Jehan, who also falls for her. When Selima is caught with Shiraz, the young man is condemned to be trampled to death by an elephant. A pendant worn by Selima reveals her royal status and she saves her adoptive brother, marries the prince, and becomes Empress Mumtaz Mahal. Years later, when the Empress is dead, the old and blind Shiraz is commissioned by Shah Jehan to build the Taj Mahal in her memory.

Lahore had clearly started something. A new and unprecedented subcontinental market had opened up for its productions. Several new financiers appeared in Great Eastern’s wake, willing to invest in ideas by young people like Imtiaz Ali Taj: men such as, for instance, Hakim Ramprashad, owner of the Capital cinema on Lahore’s MacLeod Road. Having made money in film exhibition, he now entered into small-time production where he surrounded himself with young men who, like Taj, had ideas. Especially significant was a ‘Bhatti Gate group’ of young film enthusiasts, many of whom would go on to extraordinary careers in Bombay.


The example of reform: Bombay Talkies

Sound came to India in 1931, and by 1934 its film industry had completely converted to it. Between 1928 and 1938 movie theatres increased fivefold, from 275 to 1,657. India transited into sound with few of the economic crises that affected movie exhibition in most parts of the world. Its difficulties lay elsewhere.

The arrival of sound only hardened the colonial divide. In 1930, with sound on the horizon, the Report of the Colonial Films Committee was published, which strenuously argued that the cinema could only exist if it were used as an instrument of education. Second, collaborations with British industry needed to be put in place, which meant first and foremost overcoming India’s internal resistance to such collaborations. And finally, a system of censorship along with an adequate licensing mechanism had to be instituted and made acceptable to the industry. Clearly the Indian movie industry appeared neither capable of nor willing to take on such responsibilities.

On its side, India was poised for major growth: sound saw the establishment of studios in Bombay, Calcutta, Kolhapur, Lahore, and Madras. These studios seemed to have no problems attracting investors, since they had a stable local market and something like a defined indigenous style. What they needed, especially in this era of stabilization, was social respect, and this essentially meant falling in line with the colonial agenda, and defining some purpose for the cinema.

As far as industrial reform was concerned, the example at hand was as spectacular as it was short-lived. In 1934 the Bombay Talkies was set up by Himansu Rai. Having earlier sought to creatively merge the Lahore idiom (and Lahore’s finances) with investments from Germany and London, in films like The Light of Asia (1925), Shiraz (1928), and A Throw of Dice (1929), and his first sound production, Karma (1933), Rai now sought new ambitions with a corporate Board consisting of men who were among the city’s leading bankers and industrialists. The studio, thus backed by major financial institutions, paid a regular dividend to all stockholders from its third year onwards.

By the late 1930s, Bombay Talkies had everything going for it in terms of colonial respectability. They had the stars, some of India’s biggest, led by Ashok Kumar and Devika Rani. It remains curious that the studio came up with perhaps the most influential signature style of all of India’s studios with an all-European filmmaking team, including director Franz Osten, cameraman Josef Wirsching, set designer Carl von Spreti (later Count Carl von Spreti, the West German ambassador murdered in Guatemala in 1970), and soundman Len Hartley. Their films were mostly gentle reformist melodramas set largely in an undefined rural Indian village and among the feudal elites of both town and country. The best known was the classic Achhut Kanya/The Untouchable (1936), a story of caste inequalities and oppressive rural practices, featuring Devika Rani as an untouchable girl, and her tragic love story with a village boy, played by Ashok Kumar. They come up against sectarian villagers, until in the end the on-rushing train of fate ends the strife.

It was inevitable, perhaps, that such an imagination for how to make movies, tailored exclusively for colonial-corporate approval, would not last. Himansu Rai’s death in 1940 split the studio into two camps, the more successful of which broke away to set up the Filmistan Studio in 1942, returning to the more familiar model of a producer-owner fronting an enterprise backed by shadowy financiers.


The ‘signature style’

Brief as its existence was, few studios could match Bombay Talkies’ ambition. Most others had to find ways to chart their own path in demonstrating their capability either to put in place proper industrial practices or to acquire other credentials for reform. All this even as they maintained their accountability to their distributors and financiers, who in turn used their stranglehold over studios to demand dedicated screen time for major productions for their own theatres. Although the studios were set up as proper companies, either as proprietorships or as joint-stock ventures, their income was typically controlled by loans and advances from distributors.

And so, when these studios produced, in the 1930s, the first generation of India’s cinematic auteurs, the filmmakers that emerged had their work cut out for them. These auteurs had to become living embodiments of industrial reform. This was a problem for many, who had begun humbly, owing their origins to the same discredited genres that British colonial authority had sought to sanitize. As several of the great masters of the interwar period arrived at individual signature styles of direction, they also saw their ‘signatures’ being buffeted by the contradictory expectations of the colonial government, the nationalist movement, and the industry itself.

In the first place, the ‘signature style’ was the joint property of studio and maker: something of a problem that would surface a scant decade later as many auteurs walked out of studios to set up shop on their own. In the second place, this signature idiom had to contend with the increasingly popular genre of the musical ensemble, even then the Indian cinema’s most durable form.

Most of the great stylists began modestly. Some began with blown-up versions of silent era genres with bigger budgets, enhanced production values, and new ideological adherences. To others, the need was for ideological coherence. Future producer-director and movie mogul Mehboob Khan, an unaffiliated Communist, chose the hammer and sickle emblem for his future production house, even as he expanded the spectacular idiom he had learnt from Imperial into ‘reform socials’—films premised on the imagining of a pre-capitalist ruralism (with its blood feuds, debts of honour, and kinship laws). Later, in films like the classic Mother India (1955), Mehboob would further extend such ruralism in conflict with a modernized state. Marathi filmmaker Bhalji Pendharkar, whose affiliations were with the religious right-wing group, the Hindu Mahasabha, adhered with great persistence to the Maratha historical genre with films based on Chhatrapati Shivaji through almost his entire career, becoming something of a poet-laureate of the future state of Maharashtra.

Most extraordinary in its diverse and shifting ambition was the example of V. Shantaram. Shantaram will appear half a dozen times in different guises in our narrative. He makes his first entry in my story in 1929 when, together with four other partners, he broke away from the Maharashtra Film Company to start the Prabhat Studio. There he became the studio’s sole ‘high-art’ A-list director, signing big-budget reform socials with a distinctive signature flourish. Like several other studios at the time, Prabhat made two kinds of films. One, a high-budget production with a look and feel that might at once compare favourably with Hollywood at the same time as it aspired for modernist credentials in the European sense. And a second, a lesser category of ‘saint films’ and mythologicals for a low-end domestic audience: bread-and-butter productions that had their own dedicated local following.

In 1934, Shantaram made the studio’s first blockbuster, Amritmanthan/Churning of the Nectar (1934). It would also reveal the problems of making the transition from low to high art. Beginning with a sensational low-angle circular track movement as cult followers of the dreaded demoness Chandika meet in a dungeon of flickering lights and deep shadow, Amritmanthan inaugurates a new ambition, both cinematically and politically. When the rationalist king bans human and animal sacrifices dedicated to the fanatical goddess, the high priest orders the king’s assassination.

Both its rationalist message and aesthetic ambition reveal their origins in the mythological, especially as it illustrates its ethical dilemma in the twice-told legend of the churning of the seas, once by the priest to show how evil must be exorcised, and again by a good general to show how demons often appear disguised as gods. Even as the film’s strongly political thrust has the people rise in revolt, it lowers its modernist ambition by buttressing its politics with divine intervention.

In 1937, Shantaram made an even more aggressive claim for modernist reform, with the bilingual Duniya Na Mane/The World Will Not Accept. The novel by Narayan Hari Apte was a landmark in the social reform movement of the Western Indian state of Maharashtra, denouncing venal marriages that ignored women’s rights. Although the novel was a straightforwardly realist work, the film version stressed its melodramatic overtones to a degree unprecedented in the Indian cinema of the time. The film repeatedly attempted bravura visual stylizations, as in the editing of the brief marriage sequence, or the shattered mirror scene returning multiple laughing faces to the distraught old man gazing into the mirror. Even more aggressively, Shantaram now populated its cast with members of the experimental theatre, revealing the influence of European naturalism, of Ibsen, and more directly of George Bernard Shaw.

As Shantaram transformed Prabhat’s mythological with explicitly modernist ambitions, Bengal’s P. C. Barua would transform a cinematic genre that India’s most renowned sound studio, Calcutta’s New Theatres, selected as its strategy for respectable cinema: the boi, literally meaning the book, now referring to the genre of the literary movie. Barua had impeccable modernist credentials: born into the aristocratic family of the Maharajah of Gauripur, in the Eastern Indian state of Assam, he had graduated from Calcutta’s elite Presidency College, then visited Europe and, apparently inspired by the work of René Clair and Ernst Lubitsch, had spent a few months at Elstree.

At the New Theatres, Barua worked with the studio’s staple author, the popular novelist and short-story writer Saratchandra Chattopadhyay, gradually extending his stories into one dedicated to a portrayal of Bengal’s decaying aristocracy. Even as stars spoke in monosyllables, trapped in debilitating stillness as they portrayed a stultified, nihilistic aristocratic class, his cinematographer (and future director) Bimal Roy mounted sweeping pan and crane shots, and perhaps the most mobile movie camera of his time in India.

Big as Shantaram’s career was, and important as his work at the Prabhat studio undoubtedly was in the interwar years, it is ironic that the movie that went on to become both the biggest commercial hit of the studio—and in hindsight its most significant film—was a considerably lower-budgeted ‘saint movie’ telling the life of the 17th-century Marathi poet-saint Sant Tukaram/Tukaram the Saint, played by an actor who never did anything else of consequence in the cinema: Vishnupant Pagnis. Situated around the lower-caste Tukaram’s confrontations with the Brahmin elite, it bound song, gesture, rhythm, and camera together with character and crowd behaviour denoting the spiritual connection between the poet and the people while separating off the members of the brahminical caste. It adhered to most of the conventions of the genre, including numerous ‘miracle’ scenes in which the poet’s god intervenes to demonstrate the truth of Tukaram’s teachings.

The film appeared to be able to bring to these conventions an unusual degree of conviction, as was demonstrated when a composition written originally for the film was believed by many to have been an unknown composition of the original poet-saint himself. For all its focus on special effects and popular belief, the film broke new ground with the earthy portrayal of Tukaram’s wife, who energetically squeezes cow-dung cakes for fuel and refuses to ascend to heaven, preferring to stay on Earth and look after the children.

Many years later, Geeta Kapur, art historian and major theorist of Indian modernism, would draw attention to the capacity of Sant Tukaram and other films of such humble genres to become ‘expressly adaptable to historical ends’ in ways sometimes seemingly beyond the reach of high-modernist practice. Kapur’s contention that a low-budget bread-and-butter Prabhat studio genre movie could be a much more important film for a growing Indian modernism than, say, the more explicitly modernist claims of the studio auteurs, speaks deeply to the contradictory colonial aspirations of this time, and the possible role the lowbrow popular might have in late colonial India.


The Second World War, and arrival of realism

In 1935 the Government of India Act was passed, giving India provincial autonomy. Independence, it increasingly appeared, was sooner or later inevitable. But there would be one last episode in the ongoing saga between colonial authority and intransigent movie producers. For all the efforts of the interwar studios to attempt social respectability with authorial claims and efforts at industrial reform, the story was not over. And colonial reform would see one final effort with the arrival of the Second World War: with some startling results.

In 1940, Britain announced its official Film Propaganda Policy. That policy, written by British art historian Kenneth Clark, adopted the principles laid out by Lord Macmillan to the War Cabinet to declare the birth of a new entity: a state-approved cinema, which would focus on Empire values. This was as important for a major commercial studio such as Ealing as it was for the Crown Film shorts. It was agreed that propaganda should not be presented blatantly: that a propaganda film should first be ‘good entertainment if it is to be good propaganda’.

By 1942, when British expectations of India’s movie producers began to take a definite shape, the ‘entertainment value + wartime’ definition had become increasingly established. This would not deal with the war in any trivial way. War, John Grierson once famously wrote, had to be seen as ‘only a violent extension of the disturbances intrinsic in, shall we say, sectional initiative and the rule of laissez-faire’. The ‘obligations on the government to initiate and secure co-operation [are] only an extension of obligations already forced upon it in peace time’.

The Indian problem was by now a familiar refrain: how to get the Indian cinema to cooperate with the war effort. Would Indian filmmakers even understand how to make such propaganda movies?

In 1939 the Defence of India Act was passed, giving unprecedented powers to the government to make rules ‘for the maintenance of public order’. In May 1942 a further notification brought the cinema into its purview. The ‘cinematograph’ was introduced squarely into the area of ‘Prevention of Prejudicial Acts and Control of Information’, and the screening of any ‘unauthorized cinematograph film containing any information likely to assist the enemy’ was banned.

The 1942 Rules did two additional things. First, they prohibited the exhibition of any film exceeding 11,000 feet in length, and any trailer of more than 400 feet. This was supposedly to do with rationing: raw stock was considered essential for the war effort, and stock would only be issued to licensed producers who had a previous track record of film production. And yet it was somewhat more complicated than that. To many in India, wartime rationing was but an excuse to make an aesthetic intervention, in the widely held belief that its films, with all their songs and dances, went on for far too long.

Next, the Rules also brought in a brand new category of officially ‘approved’ film that movie exhibitors were required compulsorily to show. The institutionally powerful definition of an ‘approved’ film was provided by the Film Advisory Board, founded in 1940 by the Ministry of Information and headed by Alexander Shaw, former Empire Marketing Board and Crown Film producer. The Board was meant to ‘advise on the making of propaganda shorts’, to collaborate with independent producers/financiers, and to oversee the distribution of indigenous and imported war propaganda films.

By 1942, in a year that saw the official launch of the Quit India movement, it was becoming increasingly clear that the Griersonian ‘democracy’ line was not going to work so easily in India. London’s Documentary News Letter reprinted an essay written by the major Indian author Nirad Chaudhuri warning that ‘those who are in charge of war propaganda in India could not commit a greater mistake than to regard themselves as the relaying agents of the British Ministry of Information’.


Realism to melodrama

This impasse would have a curious consequence that becomes evident as we turn to perhaps the three most unusual and influential films of the many that were made within the war-effort structure. These were, contrary to explicit rules of granting licences, their directors’ first films. Producers with no previous track record of film production were proposing them. None even remotely possessed anything like wartime content. And at least one of them was an explicitly political movie with a cause: a leftwing, radical cause.

So how come they were made within a war-effort aesthetic? In these films—K. A. Abbas’s cult debut Dharti Ke Lal/Children of the Earth, Chetan Anand’s Neecha Nagar/The Lower Depths, and legendary classical dancer Uday Shankar’s dance epic Kalpana, all released in 1946—we see the first significant arrival of a social realism in India. All three films were in some form on the political Left. All three were inspired in some way by the Indian People’s Theatre Association (IPTA), a theatre movement initially affiliated to the Communist Party of India, launched formally in Bombay in 1943, with its manifesto calling for a ‘defence of culture against Imperialism and Fascism’, and one of them, Dharti Ke Lal, was directly produced by the IPTA.

Dharti Ke Lal, set during the great Bengal famine of 1943 that left five million dead despite the plentiful availability of grain, mainly through governmental callousness, was based on Bijon Bhattacharya’s landmark play Nabanna that inaugurated the radical theatre movement in Bengal. The film tells the story of a family of sharecroppers in Bengal. Despite a good harvest and rising grain prices during the war, they lose their property to a crooked grain-dealing landlord, and go to Calcutta along with thousands of similarly dispossessed peasants. Before dying, the patriarch enjoins his family to return to their native soil, where the farmers get together and, in a stridently celebratory socialist realist ending, opt for Soviet-style collective farming.

Although Chetan Anand’s film had no formal connection with the Indian People’s Theatre Association, it too staged several of its famous songs composed by the sitar maestro Ravi Shankar (Uday Shankar’s younger brother). A rich landowner lives on a mountain while the poor starve in a village in the valley below. The landowner’s sewage flows around the poor people’s huts, spreading disease.

The most curious example was Kalpana. The dancer Uday Shankar was by this time an iconic figure of Indian modernism, and the film itself something of an autobiographical fantasy of how he started his dance school in Almora. Shot in Madras’s Gemini Studios, with cinematography by the man who would later shoot the Indian cinema’s biggest dance spectacular ever (S. S. Vasan’s Chandralekha, 1948), the film is presented as an ode to the creative imagination, mobilizing the vocabulary of traditional dance, which doubles as a metaphor for the dreams invested in the soon-to-be independent India. The choreography was specifically designed for the camera, with expressionist angles and chiaroscuro effects, and became a model for numerous other dance spectaculars.

On the one hand, these films represent the kind of realist discipline that the British expected from their war propaganda. On the other hand, all three films are essentially realistic only on the surface: deep within, all three are melodramas. The realism lay in adapting a British documentary legacy to create what we might call the documentary-effect of stark realism. Of Dharti Ke Lal, K. A. Abbas writes that his original plan was to ‘do the entire outdoor shooting on Calcutta's pavements, and to stage the massive hunger march’. They could not do this because the city was still under military occupation, but they did take two shots, ‘one showing the hero … plying a rickshaw—and a shot of one of Chowringhee’s palatial hotels and the dustbins in front of it with some scrounging urchins around it, and with American GIs and British Tommies strolling by’. The rest of the film was shot on set.

A few years later, a new benchmark of such documentary realism would be set by Nemai Ghosh’s Bengali film Chinnamul/The Uprooted (1951), in telling its own story of the same 1943 famine. That film too was shot partly on set and made within the conventions of studio melodrama, but its most famous sequences showed actors mingling with real-life refugees at Calcutta’s Sealdah station, filmed with concealed cameras. Yet later, when Bimal Roy was shooting his own famine movie, Do Bigha Zameen (1953), in which its male protagonist and major movie star Balraj Sahni plays a rickshaw puller on location in Calcutta, Sahni wrote describing how the rickshaw pullers, believing him to be one of them, were deeply upset when they discovered that he was a movie star simply pretending.

Such documentary realism, imposed upon studio-derived fictional melodramas, evoked an effect that might well, in hindsight, be traceable to the ‘fakes’ of the First World War. Pretend-realism would take on a whole new dimension as we return, yet again, to V. Shantaram, who may well be seen to have best managed the negotiation into the colonially defined category of wartime propaganda, with Dr Kotnis Ki Amar Kahani/The Immortal Story of Dr Kotnis (1946). This was a fictional rendition of a true story of an Indian doctor who travelled with a medical team sent by the Indian National Congress in 1939 to China in anti-fascist solidarity and support against the Japanese invasion. Dwarkanath Kotnis (played by Shantaram himself) goes to China, works almost singlehandedly to provide medical relief to the wounded, meets and marries a Chinese girl, Ching Lan (Jayashree), is captured by the Japanese (Figure 3), and eventually  dies in battle while developing a cure against an epidemic. Ching Lan and their infant son return to India, symbolizing the solidarity of their nationalist struggles.
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3. ‘Dizzying cultural displacements’: V. Shantaram, in the war movie Dr Kotnis Ki Amar Kahani/The Immortal Story of Dr Kotnis (1946), alongside ‘Japanese’ soldiers. The film was entirely shot on set in Bombay.






For a war movie, the film is remarkable for its abandonment of any pretence at cinematic realism and its powerful nationalist rhetoric which culminates in the hero’s dying speech describing what his wife will see when she goes ‘home’. ‘As far as the British war effort project goes’, writes Neepa Majumdar, there is ‘very little in Kotnis to suggest the broader context of a global war that might satisfy British interests’. The ‘anti-Japanese rhetoric in the film is part of a generalized plea for freedom, which, in leaving the enemy unnamed, functioned as code for nationalist and anti-British sentiments’. Majumdar then shows how the film goes on to a ‘dizzying series of cultural displacements’: as for example in the bridal song sequence, where the ‘Indian actress Jayashree plays a Chinese nurse who mimics a Chinese bride, singing a song in Hindi that sounds “Chinese” based on Hollywood and British cinematic renditions of “Chinese” music’.

This, then, was a cinema where traditional Indian film historians signal the birth of a properly indigenous realism, a cinema on the Left and telling true stories of such scandalous events as the great famine of 1943. That it was perhaps also viewed as one of the successes of Britain’s policy for wartime propaganda speaks to the contradictions endemic to Indian cinema’s history.








Chapter 3



 Partition and the ‘all-India’ film



A difficult birth

India officially became ‘independent’ in 1947, and a Republic in 1950. Neither were easy transitions. India’s traumatic Partition into multiple countries is a well-known story. Less well known are the many contradictions that jostled within a truncated republic as the Congress Party came to power under Jawaharlal Nehru. While Nehru’s Congress dominated India politically, it also experienced opposition, for example, in both Andhra Pradesh and Kerala from Communist Party uprisings; in Tamil Nadu from the anti-Brahmin and eventually anti-North Indian political opposition from the Dravidar Kazhagam, and by the princely state of Kashmir.

Apart from the pragmatic challenges of governance, the difficulty for Nehru’s administration was to prove India’s capacity to sustain a credible ideology of popular governance. Official state nationalism typically had little popular purchase, and was countered with alternative nationalisms, including smaller sub-nationalisms often beyond state control and antagonistic to it. The cinema would inherit all of India’s political contradictions. It would soon become apparent that India, once incapable of creating an empire film, was now equally unable to provide the newly free country with a properly nationalist cinema.

Many films sought to fill this vacuum, but few without deep ambiguity. A film celebrating the glorious Indian freedom struggle such as Phani Majumdar’s Andolan/The Revolution (1951, the unlikely debut of future singing star Kishore Kumar), based on a story by novelist Krishan Chander about a Bengali family between 1885, when the Indian National Congress was established, and independence in 1947, was exceptional.

Far more typically, nationalist sagas became a repudiation of what independent India had achieved. A ‘happy’ ending in a late 1940s‐1950s melodrama commonly required the hero and the heroine to walk away to discover their happiness elsewhere. In 1948, just a year after Independence, the major commercial hit was India’s major post-Independence movie star Dilip Kumar’s Shaheed/Martyr, which has the hero, son of a colonial policeman, join a group of radical nationalists, for which he is eventually hanged. When his childhood sweetheart (played by the emerging star Kamini Kaushal) also dies, the two are united only in death.

Nowhere was Indian nationalism more controversial than in the southern state of Tamil Nadu. Cinematographer K. Ramnoth’s expressionist Tamil film Ezhai Padum Padu/Plight of the Poor (1950) adapted Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables to tell the story of a petty thief (Telugu singing star Chittor V. Nagaiah in his best known screen appearance), who is arrested by a policeman working for the colonial administration. The film’s moral pivot occurs during an incident during the Independence struggle when the thief rescues the policeman, who then finds himself caught in the dilemma of having to work for an imperialist police force while being indebted to a former criminal.

Made two years later, Andaman Kaithi/Prisoner of the Andamans (1952) also tells of both Independence and Partition through the voice of a nationalist trade union leader who is in jail (an early role for future Tamil superstar M. G. Ramachandran). The film concerns a villainous collaborator with the British, who swindled his mother and killed his father. A significant part of the film invokes the Partition, and much of it is set within labour movements gaining ground and includes scenes of food shortage, unemployment, and strike calls.

In Telugu, Gudavalli Ramabrahmam began filming his big-budget Palnati Yuddham/Battle of Palnadu (1947), a costumed fantasy about warfare and rivalries that cause the splitting of the kingdom of Palnadu and numerous bloody caste and religious conflicts. The film made direct reference to India’s Partition and to the fate of a nation ‘whose soil has been converted into a rudrabhoomi [cremation ground] by the vengeful attitudes of warring brothers’. The film was completed by future producer and director L. V. Prasad, who followed up with his own political melodrama Manadesam/Our Country (also 1947), in which a fiery anti-Congress activist (Tamil and Telugu singing star Krishnaveni) falls in love, unfortunately for her, with a staunch nationalist. The film included several symbolic scenes including a bottle of liquor in front of a Gandhi portrait set to a Chittor V. Nagaiah song bemoaning the speed at which India forgot Gandhi’s teachings.


Bombay after the Second World War

Independent India’s cinema was in many ways more accurately a cinema about the Partition. Although its consequences were felt across the country, nowhere were they evidenced more than in Bombay. Some decades before Independence this city had become a magnet for migrant capital across South and West Asia. The Partition itself only enhanced this process, as all of Lahore’s three big studios (Shorey, Pancholi, and Leelamandir) closed down—reportedly in the face of threats and rioting mobs—their Hindu producers moving to Bombay with various unfinished projects.

Partition’s main consequence in offering a home for these migrants was to make Bombay’s cinema replace the Calcutta of the 19th-century popular print era, to become India’s most prominent example of illegitimate popular culture. Filmmakers, stars, composers, and most importantly new independent producers moved their businesses from across the subcontinent to Bombay, none more so than from North-West India.

To tackle this onslaught, the independent government of India would choose to retain regulatory mechanisms it inherited from the colonial administration, including several that had been originally devised for wartime propaganda. In January 1951, a brand new Central Censor Board was set up. The following year, 1952, the Indian Cinematograph Act was passed. It translated into the cinema the Constitutional requirement that the doctrine of free speech in India required ‘reasonable restrictions’. Such reasonable restrictions, according to the new Indian Constitution, included specific political limitations concerning India’s integrity and its relation with other countries, such as defamation, maintenance of public order, and the one that has generated the greatest controversy: ‘decency and morality’. With the Cinematograph Act, it would be up to the Censor Board to arbitrate on all these matters.

Several parts of the Cinematograph Act betray the strong legacy of 1930s Colonial Films Unit terminology. For example, one section on ‘issuing directions to licensees … for the purpose of regulating the exhibition of any film or class of films, so that scientific films, films intended for educational purposes, films dealing with news and current events, documentary films or indigenous films secure an adequate opportunity of being exhibited’ may well have been an early instance of cutting and pasting from a British Ministry of Information document.

The 1952 Act, along with several other official reports, now added up to a collective vision: one which would influentially define for the new Indian state what was wrong with its cinema, and what needed doing. A great deal of the disquiet that the independent Indian government felt about the negative impact of the cinema inherited statements that several nationalist leaders had made for decades. Mahatma Gandhi, for example, had fervently disliked the cinema, which he repeatedly described as not just doing evil, but as the very embodiment of evil. In 1928, declining to respond to the questionnaire sent him by the Indian Cinematograph Committee, he sent a two-line reply saying that even if he was so minded, he would be unfit to answer the questionnaire since he had never been to the cinema, but ‘even to an outsider, the evil that it has done and is doing is patent’, while ‘the good, if it has done any at all, remains to be proved’. Years later, in a much-quoted statement, he described modernity as a ‘raging fire’, surrounded by ‘the cinema, the stage, the race course, the drinking booth and the opium den—all these enemies of society that have sprung up under the fostering influence of the present system threaten us on all sides’.

Now, after Independence, the cinema industry presented India with a situation that a Film Inquiry Committee set up in 1951 frankly described as ‘alarming’. The problem, said the Committee, was not with the ‘net return to the industry’, which ‘might appear large on the basis of the capital invested’: it was in the inequality of its distribution. The position might have been satisfactory only if the ‘apparent prosperity were evenly distributed or equitably shared’. Unfortunately, it added, ‘probably no other industry present(s) such a picture of maladjustment in its component parts’. Although the problem was a long-standing one, its specific manifestation arose after the Second World War ended, and wartime restrictions were lifted, over a hundred new producers entered the field, and new films released numbered over 200 in 1946 and 283 in 1947.

It was true that the onslaught of new capital, largely viewed with suspicion by the state as ‘black’ money, had some visible consequences in the cinema. Its most direct consequence was the closure of several of the big interwar movie studios. Prabhat shut in Pune in 1953, New Theatres in Calcutta in 1955, and while Bombay Talkies and Ranjit Studios did limp through to the 1960s, they became primarily real estate for rent, making occasional productions rather than operating as full production houses.

At the same time, the number of films being made increased exponentially, confirming a widespread belief that India’s cinema production typically thrived on financial crisis. Earlier, during the Depression years of 1931‐2 in Bombay—which saw the rise of chronic indebtedness among Western India’s rural peasantry together with rising urban unemployment following closures in the textile industry—Hindi film production spiked from twenty-three films in 1931 to sixty-one (in 1932), to seventy-five (1933), and 121 (1934). And now, in the first two years since the war ended, the Hindi cinema alone jumped from seventy-three films in 1945 to 155 in 1946 and 183 in 1947.

Was such production a good thing, as many conventional economic indicators might have argued? Or was such overproduction precisely the problem, for a postwar nation-state struggling to bring things under its control, facing a crisis of economic legitimacy?


The star parade begins

These weren’t the only contradictions. The very time that the Indian government was viewing its film industry with alarm and concern also saw the arrival of the most famous stars, acting in the biggest movies, singing the most remembered songs ever in India’s history. The ‘Star Parade’ had begun.

Let us look only at the three years after the war, between 1946 and 1948. I shall take a somewhat arbitrary list by http://boxofficeindia.com of the big hits of these three years. This list is only indicative: the industry did not then have, or perhaps have at any time, any very sophisticated means for checking box office success. Then, as now, it relied on the proverbial ‘buzz’; and there was certainly a buzz around the films I highlight here.

Just for starters, the film star Dilip Kumar launched his career at this very time, with his first hit, Jugnu, and followed it up with Shaheed, which also launched the star pair of Kumar and Kamini Kaushal telling, as we have seen, a less-than-glorious story of Indian nationalism. Also released that year was Wadia Films’ Mela/Festival, once more with Kumar and singing star Nurjehan but also with another huge star name, Nargis. Mela was Nargis’s breakout hit, and she would dominate the coming decade with huge films with Raj Kapoor, eternal hits like Barsaat/Rain (1949), Awara/The Vagabond (1951), and Shri 420/Mr 420 (1955), for which see Figure 4.
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4. Nargis and Raj Kapoor in Kapoor’s major countryside-to-city film Shri 420/Mr 420 (1955), the heyday of the 1950s musical.






In 1946 Mehboob’s blockbuster Anmol Ghadi/Invaluable Clock led the way, featuring the singing star Nurjehan in her biggest movie role and singing her most famous song, Aawaz de kahan hai/Call me, where are you.

And finally, 1948 also saw the debut of Dev Anand in Bombay Talkies’ Ziddi/The Stubborn One. Anand (see Figure 5) is often considered India’s Cary Grant, and fans have drawn attention to the unfairness of the comparison to Grant, who shares nothing of the sheer stature that Anand enjoyed in India over a sixty-year career.
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5. Publicity ‘lobby card’ for Navketan’s noir hit Taxi Driver (1955), featuring movie icon Dev Anand.






And then there was the music. One of the two hits by Filmistan, the studio that broke from Bombay Talkies, was Do Bhai/Two Brothers, the breakthrough film of legendary Assamese composer Sachin Dev Burman. The second, Shehnai, brought in another big movie composer, C. Ramchandra, known mainly for introducing the era of swing and other jazz influences, and had the eternal song hit Aana meri jaan Sunday ke Sunday/Come my darling from Sunday to Sunday.

S. S. Vasan’s dance spectacular Chandralekha also came out in that year. Shot at a massive budget of Rs 3 million, this was the first major effort of a Madras-based studio to attempt an all-India distribution. Occasionally compared to The Prisoner of Zenda, its basic plot is one of sibling rivalry between two princes, with both the object of desire and bone of contention between them being state power, equated with the possession of the village maiden Chandralekha. The film’s big sequence was borrowed from the Ali Baba legend, in which the heroine agrees to marry the villain following an elaborate drum dance. The enormous drums, in the Indian cinema’s most anthologized sequence, contain the hero’s soldiers, who burst out after the dance, overwhelming the baddies. This dramatic sequence is followed by what must be the longest sword duel anywhere in the cinema.

Was this really India’s ‘low period’—a time when the films being made ‘discredit [the public’s] intelligence [and] also enhance their reputation for credulity and submission to make-believe’, as the Inquiry Committee report of 1951 tells us?

Independent India’s relationship to its movies in the 1950s was unique in world cinema history. No other former third-world country had a movie industry of this scale preceding its own political independence, and none viewed its cinema with such suspicion. Whereas to most third-world countries, the setting up of an indigenous popular cinematic culture capable of withstanding Hollywood would have been something of a priority for realizing independence, India, which possessed such a cinema, remained at best sceptical about this astonishing gift horse. The suspicion was mutual: if independent India did not think much of its popular cinema, its cinema too, it appeared, often didn’t think much about India’s independence.


Film music

Clearly the period 1946‐8, if the films I have listed are any indication, witnessed change of a very significant kind in Indian cinema. Here was a new generation of movie stars: names like Raj Kapoor, Dilip Kumar and Dev Anand, Nurjehan, Kamini Kaushal, Suraiya, and Nargis.

Inseparable from the star was the music. This was also the golden era of the music composer, especially Naushad, one of the most important figures in Indian film music, then at the zenith of his career. Bringing the two together—the stars and the composers—were technological developments that India would soon appropriate for its own uses. The arrival of separate soundtracks that could be recorded, mixed, and then ‘married’ to the optical print allowed for two major new cinematic practices that India would make all its own. The first was dubbing: Indian cinema would en masse post-dub everything, being only one of two countries worldwide to make an aesthetic practice of it (the other being Italy). And the second, yet more famously, was the use of playback singing.

Although it was occasionally the case that stars being dubbed—either in speech or song—by the voices of others was kept a secret, the arrival of playback reversed the situation. Names of playback singers such as Lata Mangeshkar, Geeta Dutt, and Asha Bhonsle, Mohammed Rafi, Mukesh, Manna Dey, and Kishore Kumar often appeared larger than the stars who mouthed their voices. Their songs were advertised, their names prominently displayed on the film credits. And most major stars would be inseparably linked to specific playback singers: Dev Anand with the singer Kishore Kumar, Raj Kapoor with Mukesh, Dilip Kumar with Rafi.

By the late 1940s, the sale of a film’s music would become a key factor in the success of the film itself. This was partly through vinyl, with the Gramophone Company of India (originally set up as a branch of EMI, London, in 1901, turned into an independent company in 1946) leading the way.

Here too there was a problem for governmental regulators. The Indian state could not control the growth or the popularity of film, but it could try to ensure that state media would remain uncontaminated. Radio was the key means for dissemination of popular music, but for several years All India Radio’s policy, attributed to the early 1950s Minister of Information & Broadcasting, B. V. Keskar, had been to keep the vulgarizing influence of film music out. It was only after the neighbouring country’s Radio Ceylon started broadcasting Hindi film music, which the Indian public struggled to receive on shortwave transmitters, that the popular commercial channel Vividh Bharathi, featuring film music, was launched in 1957.


The financier mode

These were undoubtedly major transformations for the Indian cinema, and yet there is significant disconnect between governmental concern and the view of both current audiences and future historians, as to what was happening. In our 1946‐8 list, only three of the films were made by the big prewar studios, whereas six represent a new generation of individual producer-directors: the Raj Kapoors, the A. R. Kardars, the Mehboobs, and the K. Amarnaths of the postwar era.Three very famous individuals inaugurated a new and influential category of the producer-impresario in 1942, at the height of the war. The first was V. Shantaram—that man again—who walked out of the Prabhat Studio, apparently without much warning and at a time when it was still doing well, to set up his own studio, Rajkamal Kalamandir, as a proprietorship, funded by someone whom his later biographers only identify as a ‘Delhi-based financier named Gupta’. The second was Mehboob Khan, who similarly left the Sagar Film Company to set up his own space in some chawls (tenements), funded by a man whom his biographer Bunny Reuben simply names as ‘Lalaji of Manoranjan Pictures, Delhi’. And the third was Bombay Talkies producer S. Mukherjee, who with financier Chunilal and leading movie star Ashok Kumar together started the Filmistan Studio.

By the late 1940s the change was clear. In 1948 Raj Kapoor set up perhaps the most important of the new-era production houses when he mortgaged his car and borrowed money from his servant to make the first reels of Aag/Fire (1947) at his own cost. Kapoor would extend this into his own studio, and make all his major melodramas here.

Dev Anand, likewise, launched his own production house Navketan in 1949. Famous as Dev Anand himself is, equally important was the signature style of Navketan, the crime musical, often made by his brothers Chetan Anand (Taxi Driver, 1955; see Figure 5) and Vijay Anand (Kala Bazaar/Black Market, 1960), along with an astonishing wealth of directorial talent including Indian cinema’s leading melodramatist, Guru Dutt, who made his first film, Baazi/Gambler (1951), there. Baazi has Dev Anand play a small-time gambler forced into working for the owner of the Star Hotel, a mysterious and shadowy criminal, played by the epitome of Hindi screen villainy, K. N. Singh, and a cabaret dancer (played by Geeta Bali), who is killed.

This—the arrival of glamorous producer-entrepreneurs, and behind them their shadowy backers, the mysterious Lalajis and Guptas—was the change that the government of India’s Inquiry Committee of 1951 felt was change for the worse.


The ‘all-India film’

Independent India’s condemnation of the cinema as an industry in inexorable decline, incapable of playing any constructive role in the nation-to-be, saw almost all of Indian cinema tarnished as though with a single brush: to be held in a contempt not unlike that shown in British documentarist Alexander Shaw’s denunciation of all Indian films as nothing but ‘hundreds of feet of leering, posturing pretty-pretties’. Both the idea of national reform and the denunciation of low culture had clear colonial antecedents, and neither permitted postwar Bombay cinema to be seen for what it indeed was—a complex negotiation of the cultures and economies of Partition.

Bombay, as India’s undeclared entertainment capital, home of its biggest film industry, radiated its impact in the decade after Independence, as it set up a complex exhibition network that would reach every corner of the country. There were very few distributors who had nationwide networks. Most distributors were regionally organized, and they in turn negotiated with local exhibitors who ran the movie houses, collected their box office receipts, and paid entertainment tax. There were various contractual systems by which major films would be sold. Producers would commonly receive advances from distributors in return for privileged rights, unless they had the money to make the film on their own, which allowed them to drive harder bargains later on. Exhibitors, on the other end of the chain, would also feed the 16 millimetre circuits, which is where any film would typically end its life.

One of the first to attribute a political agenda to such a complex mode of dissemination was the film historian Chidananda Das Gupta, who named this entire enterprise the ‘all-India film’. The Hindi omnibus song-dance spectacular was, he said, a form that appropriated aspects both from indigenous popular film and theatre genres and from Hollywood. What was important was how it subordinated them to an all-encompassing entertainment formula designed to overcome regional and linguistic boundaries. Das Gupta now ascribed to this formula a default function: of providing a ‘cultural leadership [that reinforces] some of the unifying tendencies in our social and economic changes’. In doing so, it also found itself providing ‘an inferior alternative [to a leadership that] has not emerged because of the hiatus between the intelligentsia, to which the leaders belong, and the masses’.

Such a claim for a national cinema came, in contrast to almost anywhere else on earth, from bottom-up: it arose illegitimately, as a claim that emerged from the market and almost beneath the radar of state supervision. As had happened with the swadeshi movement, so now, it was as though the cinema found itself being force-fitted into a political role. While in the early 1950s, such a conception of an ‘all-India film’ could only exist in the films made in Bombay and to a lesser extent in Madras, within the decade, emerging film industries across India would lay their own claims to making their own versions of a national film.

Through the 1950s a growing number of films showed, in one way or other, the links between Bombay and different parts of India, as the cinema of this city saw a flowering of different styles, each making its own claims for ‘all-India film’ status with whatever degree of legitimacy it could muster. Even as the Bombay cinema developed different ‘schools’ of great music composers—a Bombay group (comprising Naushad, Anil Biswas, Khemchand Prakash, and C. Ramchandra), a Lahore group (Ghulam Haider, Shyam Sunder, and others), and a Calcutta group (R. C. Boral, Timir Baran)—post-Independence India too saw at least three schools of ‘national’ Bombay movie-making, all claiming some form of a ‘national’ cinema status, all existing with no support from the independent nation.

Perhaps the most successful, in the blockbuster releases I have listed, was the Lahore School. Through the war Bombay became home to a massive influx of Lahorites—directors, stars, and composers. Their influence would be profound. It has often been said that Bombay’s Hindi cinema itself is nothing but a cinema of a Punjabi diaspora, with its sagas of twins separated at birth, family feuds resolved by matriarchal diktat, and wives performing rituals praying for the longevity of their husbands. Although several names come to mind—directors like Ramanand Sagar and B. R. Chopra, stars such as Geeta Bali, Kamini Kaushal, and Rajendra Kumar, and composers like O. P. Nayyar—none is more iconic of the Lahore idiom than perhaps India’s most successful filmmaker, Yash Chopra.

Typical of Chopra’s best known films is the plush, soft-focus, upper-class love story, with young love battling against family honour embodied by the mother, repeatedly returning to the idiom of Punjabi nostalgia. Well into the 2000s, Chopra adhered to this form with major hits perpetuating nostalgia: such as the Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol film Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge/The Braveheart Gets the Bride (1995) set partly in London and mostly in the fields of Punjab, and Veer Zaara (2004), a star-crossed romance between an Indian Air Force pilot and a Pakistani woman from a rich political family of Lahore.

Then there was the Madras School. Vasan’s Gemini Studio had begun to make Tamil films far earlier, but made its serious bid for all-India status in the Hindi cinema after the making and national release of Chandralekha. Vasan now scaled up the studio practice of multilingual productions—of the same film shot simultaneously in two or more languages, sometimes with a different cast—to make massive trilinguals, starting with Apoorva Sahodarargal/Rare Brothers (1949), adapting the Douglas Fairbanks Jr hit The Corsican Brothers (1941), that established the studio’s dominance in the genre of the costumed adventure movie.

Many studios of the time, especially AVM and Prasad, followed Gemini’s lead, and indeed the entry of the ‘all-India film’ idiom into 1980s and 1990s Madras is evinced as much by the famous Jeetendra-Sridevi movies of the 1980s (such as the Padmalaya Studios’ Himmatwala/The Braveheart, 1983) as by the more famous Hindi films of Tamil director Mani Rathnam.

And finally, there was a Bengal School. Technically we could trace it back to 1942, when New Theatres’ frontline director Nitin Bose left for Bombay. Bose however did not have a very successful career there, although he did sign one of the biggest hits of post-Independence India, Ganga Jumna (1961), in which Dilip Kumar played a double role of two brothers, one a policeman and the other a bandit. The more important influence was that of cinematographer and director Bimal Roy, who moved to Bombay in 1944. In Calcutta Roy had shot several of P. C. Barua’s key films. In Bombay he made a series of classics like the realist Do Bigha Zameen/Two Acres of Land (1953), the ghost movie Madhumati (1958), and the story of inter-caste love, Sujata (1959).

In January 1952, the first International Film Festival of India was held, which was also the first ‘official’ occasion when the Indian state could showcase its cinema. The official Indian selections were Raj Kapoor’s Awara, V. Shantaram’s Amar Bhoopali/The Immortal Song, K. V. Reddy’s breakout hit starring N. T. Rama Rao, Pathala Bhairavi/The Goddess of Erebus (1951), a swashbuckling action fantasy that would be locally named the ‘folklore’ film at Vijaya Studio, and Agradoot’s Bengali melodrama Babla (all made in 1951).

All of these films might have been susceptible to the ‘fall in taste’ argument of the Government’s S. K. Patil Report, all four being musicals, and as mainstream a cinema as you could have got that year. Nevertheless, there appeared to be some tacit official recognition of their ‘all-India film’ credentials and those of their producer/director/star frontmen—sufficient, at least, to show them in this festival as Indian films its state could be proud of.


The independent auteur

We have to make a considerable shift in register to address the Bengali filmmaker Satyajit Ray. Ray stands in curious relationship to this entire history: as though somehow at once outside and beyond it. For one, Ray’s sheer pedigree would separate him from the rest of the Indian movie industry of his time. His family, which included a famous grandfather, entrepreneur and writer/artist Upendrakishore Ray Choudhury, and an even more famous father, satirist Sukumar Ray, were prominent members of the liberal-reformist Brahmo Samaj. His personal training was at Shantiniketan, the alternative university set up by Rabindranath Tagore in 1921. Ray studied at its art school, the Kala Bhavana, under its legendary teacher Nandlal Bose, after which he became a noted graphic artist in Calcutta. Clearly, Ray had something new to offer to the cinema, including a desire to make films with real people, in real surroundings, inspired by a variety of world cinema influences including the French, Italian, and Japanese, mediated by the Calcutta Film Society that he co-founded in 1947.

The Apu trilogy (Pather Panchali/Song of the Road, Aparajito/The Unvanquished, 1956, Apur Sansar/The World of Apu, 1959), which tells the story of the growth of a young village boy, Apu, to manhood, has been among the most discussed and most celebrated films in Indian history. Widely acknowledged as unprecedented, there has been no settled debate as to how precisely they should be viewed. Within Bengal, their adaptation of a famous literary work by novelist Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, followed by several subsequent literary adaptations by Ray, for example of Tagore’s writings (most notably Charulata, 1964), intervened in and fundamentally transformed the legacy of the boi, or literary cinema, inaugurated by New Theatres. Internationally they have been viewed as making a ‘neorealism the Italians did not know how to make’ (by Italian filmmaker Cesare Zavattini), and so reflecting a lyrical internationalist humanism that placed Ray alongside a group of non-Western directors brought together by their ability to rise beyond the crippling divides that beset the postwar ‘third’ world. By contrast, the work has also been read as profoundly Indian, profoundly Bengali even, and questions raised about the qualifications of interpreters unfamiliar with its local meanings.

Ray himself made clear his own preferences for how he wanted to be viewed some years before he made his first film. He certainly saw his cinema as without precedent in India. This was clearly a modernist claim for an originary moment, and even as such was susceptible to historicization: both interwar auteurs Shantaram and Barua had, for instance, made more or less the same claim for themselves. Ray’s own claim was thus one of many, making a bid for a national cinema. Ray’s however differed from the others’ in that it was not a claim for national authenticity, although authenticity would later be a major prism for reading Ray’s works: it was more a claim to a national-modern. Further, it was a claim that needed to be negotiated as a delicate manoeuvre between two contradictory frames: that of an individuated author, and that of an author speaking from within—even addressing—a film industry.

Although Ray has effectively been appropriated by the Indian state, and more particularly by the state of West Bengal, that endorsement of the Indian nation has been at best rocky, and contested by other claims being made for national representation at that time (see Figures 6 and 7, which illustrate mutually exclusive options on candidates for an Indian national cinema). A particularly evocative instance was the response of the movie star Nargis, who had played the leading role as wife and mother in Mehboob’s seminal film Mother India, in 1955, the same year as Pather Panchali, and who therefore had special qualifications to speak on national representation. Some years later, in her capacity as a Member of Parliament, Nargis would mount a scathing attack on Ray’s films, one that Salman Rushdie cited in some detail in his Imaginary Homelands:
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6. The child Durga (Uma Dasgupta), sister of Apu, in Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali/Song of the Road (1955).
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7. Nargis, playing Radha, with Master Sajid and Master Surendra playing her two children, in Mehboob Khan’s Mother India (1955).








Nargis: Why do you think films like Pather Panchali become popular abroad? … Because people there want to see India in an abject condition. That is the image they have of our country and a film that confirms that image seems to them authentic.

Interviewer: But why should a renowned director like Ray do such a thing?

Nargis: To win awards. His films are not commercially successful. They only win awards … What I want is that if Mr Ray projects Indian poverty abroad, he should also show ‘Modern India’.

Interviewer: What is ‘Modern India’?

Nargis: Dams …





There was an ocean of difference between Ray’s ambition and that of Mehboob, and yet there is something of significance in Nargis’s parliamentary attack on him. Mother India was a remake of an earlier Mehboob film named Aurat/Woman (1940), and whereas the earlier film was a more realist rendition perhaps more appropriate to wartime India, the later film was designed as a full-scale nationalist epic. In both films the heroine works to pay off the villainous moneylender when her husband leaves. In the remake, however, as she remembers her past, she speaks from a modern India now full of tractors and dams. Facing a rebellious son who has abducted a woman, the mother kills him, and his blood is shown fertilizing the soil of a new India.

It appeared, then, that the Indian state had a choice to make from at least two mutually exclusive options as possible candidates for a national cinema. The decision wasn’t one that could be easily made, for it had to be as much about industrial reform as about aesthetics. It is salutary to remember, even as Ray’s Pather Panchali is claimed as a production of the ‘Government of West Bengal’, that he got that support mainly because (as his biographer Marie Seton notes) his mother knew a ‘Mrs. S’ who gave him access to Dr B. C. Roy, Chief Minister of West Bengal, who in turn misunderstood the film sufficiently (he thought it was about road building) to give him a grant from a Community Development Project.

More importantly, Seton points out that in making the film, Ray, for all his seeming antipathy to the mainstream industry, did approach—as young filmmakers of his time had to do—a dozen producers, including ‘all the top people’ in Bengal cinema, including the owners of New Theatre Studios, who were ‘generally considered to have produced the best films’. And when he was unsuccessful in raising any money from them, he dealt with ‘a shady class of brokers who announced that they specialized in film finance’, who ‘appeared with suggestions that this or that person would finance the completion of the film’ and ‘promised that for a commission they would introduce these people to Ray’.

It is also of significance that, right after Pather Panchali and its extraordinary sequel Aparajito, Ray chose to make the lowbrow comedy Parash Pathar/The Philosopher’s Stone with virtuoso Bengal comedian Tulsi Chakraborty, and to remember that along with his other considerable achievements is also this one: he is the most commercially successful filmmaker in the Bengali cinema’s history.

It makes more sense to see Ray and Mehboob, then, not so much in opposition to each other in their contrary claims for national recognition, but as opening two different trajectories for the national-modern at that particular moment in independent India. Ray here stands most fruitfully alongside another filmmaker from the Bombay industry, his contemporary Guru Dutt. Putting the two together allows us to consider the particular problem of the independent cinema in independent India: the perilous cinematic existence of the modern almost entirely outside of state support, whether you worked within the industry or outside it. This trajectory, forcing filmmakers wherever they were situated to make a cinema that was often at odds with the kind of finance they could receive, saw many major films remain unmade or abandoned. It was a crisis directly inherited from colonial times, but for which the new nation-state appeared to have no new solutions to offer.

Ray was the last remnant of a Bengal Renaissance that stretched back to the late 19th century. Dutt was at the other extreme, a pure product of the discredited Bombay movie industry: an actor and then director with Dev Anand in the Navketan production house making crime movies and later an independent producer of frothy comedies. Initially the two couldn’t have been more different in their credentials to produce a national-modern. In 1957, however, Guru Dutt launched an entirely new dimension to his work. The darkly romantic Pyaasa/The Thirsty One (1957) brought a muted social critique that would veer towards tragedy with a cycle of films that remain without doubt India’s most spectacular achievements in melodrama. In Pyaasa, an unsuccessful poet and displaced romantic artist sees his poetry sold as waste paper. Unable to bear the reigning philistinism, he elects to live on the streets where a young prostitute falls in love with him. Eventually, when the poet is believed dead, his book of poems turns out to be a best-seller. All those who previously rejected him now gather to pay tribute to the dead poet, at which point he disrupts the celebration with a passionate song denouncing hypocrisy and calls for the violent destruction of a corrupt world (Jala do ise phook dalo yeh duniya/Burn this earth blow it away).

Dutt wrote that the inspiration for this film came from the ancient poem, ‘Seven Grecian cities claimed great Homer dead/Through which, in vain, he living begged his bread’. To Dutt it encapsulated the emotional and social complexities that followed a disintegration of Nehru’s nationalism under the twin pressures of industrialism and urbanization, at one level creating the space for Indian modernism but also generating immense social dislocation on another. His scathing self-produced melodramas of the late 1950s were squarely within the Bombay film industry and, as such, would still have been tarnished by the post-Patil Report denigration of the mainstream cinemas of Bombay.

Dutt is today acknowledged as a cinematic master, one of the auteurs of the post-Independence Indian cinema. However, neither Dutt nor another major name, Bengali filmmaker Ritwik Ghatak, enjoyed that accolade in their own lifetime. Ghatak’s cycle of films between the mid-1950s and early 1960s mounted a new investigation into film form, shaped by the political framework of the Second World War, the 1943 Bengal famine, and, above all, Partition. His focus in his best-known cycle of films, Meghe Dhaka Tara/Cloud Capped Star (1960), Komal Gandhar/E-Flat (1961), and Subarnarekha/The Golden Line (1962), was on expanding the refugee experience into a universalized leitmotif of cultural dismemberment and exile evoking an epic tradition in densely textured stories drawing on tribal, folk, and classical forms.

The very fact that Dutt’s and Ghatak’s melodramas are more acceptable today, and these filmmakers acknowledged as stylists on a par with all of India’s modern masters in cinema, painting, and literature, provides us with a retrospective chronicle of the limitations of Indian modernism itself as it came about within postcolonial India. These two filmmakers become examples of what else the Indian cinema has done, other than become socially responsible and realistic; and they also provide other reasons for why the cinema has existed than merely as a vehicle for social improvement.

Once we make this shift, and open the boundaries that define cinematic excellence in other ways, a startlingly diverse set of filmmakers spring into focus. Many of them were producer-directors who came closest to defining for India an independent cinema, before the state stepped in in 1969 with its New Cinema policies. Our shift also allows us to show how such individual auteurs defined local industries as they emerged from out of the shadow of Bombay.








Chapter 4



 The new cinemas



The cinema secedes

In 1956, a decade after Independence, India divided its regional states along linguistic lines. This decision was loaded with political dynamite, opening up fraught histories that went back well over a century.

When it became a republic in 1950, India gave itself a new Constitution. This document claimed the new nation to be a ‘Union of States’ and grouped the states that made up the country into different categories, often using colonial divisions. These divisions included naming former princely states, or small independent kingdoms that had been a part of India only because of treaties they had signed with the British, many of whom were still unsure as to how, or even if, they wanted to be a part of India.

This was never going to be a solution to the main problem that India now faced, which was that several of these regions, possessing a coherent linguistic identity in a way India itself never did, also possessed local histories of nationalism that could simply not be in any easy way accommodated into their Indian variant. Local identities now demanded autonomous recognition. To accede to such demands was however a perilous path, given that several regional nationalisms were sceptical of and, occasionally, even directly opposed to their parent Indian version.

At any rate, in 1956 the States Reorganization Act was passed, and a first lot of fourteen states came into being, defined mainly along linguistic lines, along with six union territories. Since then to now, over the past seventy years since Independence and following many political battles, this list has doubled to twenty-nine states.

A major new state of 1956 was Madras. After Independence, the former Madras Presidency had briefly become the Madras state, but in 1956 it would lose a substantial part of its holdings as it was linguistically reorganized into a state of Tamil-speaking people. A decade later, in 1967 the Tamil nationalist party the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (or DMK, literally translated as federation for the Progress of Dravidians, the peoples of South India) overthrew the Congress and came to power. And an entirely new career emerged for popular sub-nationalism, and with it, a new career for the cinema.

The DMK’s origins went back to the late 19th century, when writers like the Tamil poet Subramanya Bharati scaled up the politics of reform to advocate full-blown Tamil nationalist autonomy. In 1944, the separatist Dravida Kazhagam came into being and later called for India’s first Independence Day in 1947 to be declared a day of mourning.

Two years after Independence, the politician—and, more importantly, eminent playwright and film scenarist—C. N. Annadurai broke away to found the DMK. Having done so, he set up, as the propaganda arm of this party, a filmmaking process that must be seen as one of the great moments of 20th-century propaganda cinema anywhere. The first film in this genre was adapted by Annadurai from his own play Velaikkari/The Maid (1949). Here he codified an elaborately plotted and highly charged melodramatic idiom promoting an iconoclastic ‘rationalism’ and an anti-Brahmin, Tamil-nationalist ideology. Subsequent films incorporated numerous references to the DMK Party symbols and colours, anagrams of party leaders’ names, and characters reciting whole passages from Annadurai’s political speeches.

His successor was the even more formidable figure of M. Karunanidhi, who still leads the DMK at the time of writing. Karunanidhi scripted Manthiri Kumari/The Minister’s Daughter (1950), a ‘folklore’ film that brought the future superstar-politician M. G. Ramachandran (MGR) his first commercial success. Karunanidhi then wrote the most famous DMK film ever, Parasakthi/The Goddess (1952), the debut of another major Tamil star, Sivaji Ganesan. All of these films were made within the mainstream industry and, often starring MGR or Ganesan, were massive commercial successes. MGR himself was a member of the DMK between 1953 and 1972.

MGR’s initial persona was apparently modelled on Douglas Fairbanks, but it would grow into new dimensions of political as well as physical invincibility (vanquishing tigers and righting all wrongs) identified with the people and promoting the DMK’s political programme. After the 1960s, he also turned to more realistic fantasies in a contemporary setting, often playing a member of an oppressed class: peasant, fisherman, rickshaw-puller, gardener, and taxi driver.

As I write, the state is run by the former film star Jayalalitha, who began her career starring in MGR’s films, and now runs what she later called the All India Anna DMK. Film personalities have had an unbroken run of being Chief Ministers of that state from 1967 to date.


Regional states, regional nations

The DMK film did not only depart from the prevalent Bombay mode of the late 1940s‐1950s; it seceded from the default nationalism of the Bombay-based ‘all-India film’. It was an aggressive repudiation of the Bombay cinema, in a way that made political sense: this was after all a part of the Party’s stated political repudiation of Hindi.

It was however only the most prominent of several further secessions from the idiom of the national. The cinema now found itself radicalized on a number of fronts, becoming the vanguard of a variety of challenges to the Indian state.

The DMK itself would provide a benchmark for other nationalisms that sought some degree of federal autonomy from an increasingly centralized Indian state. A second challenge would emerge on the Left, with the birth of extreme-Left Naxalite movements in different parts of India. The term itself, ‘Naxalite’, was borrowed from a peasant insurrection that took place in the village of Naxalbari, Bengal, also in 1967, but was extended to peasant insurgencies led by extremist Marxist-Leninist (later Maoist) groups in several eastern, central, and southern Indian states. These insurrections would prove influential to much of the New Indian Cinema at this time.

Many state governments, set up through contentious, sometimes deadly, divisions of former provinces, saw disturbances that were sometimes not too different from those of India’s Partition. Several had difficulties setting up credible governance structures that would give them control over their territory, such control mechanisms often flying in the face of historical trade practices that were incapable of respecting any such divisions. The proposed division of the former Bombay state into a bilingual Maharashtra and Gujarat, with both states sharing Bombay as their capital, was abandoned in 1960 when police firing on pro-Marathi agitators at the city’s downtown Flora Fountain area saw over a hundred people killed.

For several years, this entire process of dividing India linguistically was simply ignored by the Bombay-centred film exhibition trade. To them, for decades after Independence, India’s map remained the colonial one. All of its territories were defined primarily through their revenue-earning potential, in turn linked to the degree of organized distribution and accountability, and subdivided into A-, B-, and C-class centres.

This would only change as regional states began putting their own respective nationalisms in place, often through creating literary canons, glorious pasts, and founding fathers. Some of these assigned key roles for their cinemas within the nation-building process, encouraging local industries to shift their business to their respective state capitals and away from Bombay and Madras. Most states that sought to do this were only too aware of the political precedent that had been set by the DMK.


The regional new cinema

In 1967, the regional state of Kerala gave a new direction to the role of the cinema in national formation: the industrial-nationalist route. Home to the relatively small Malayalam (this being the state language) film industry, Kerala had a few small studios, but still relied primarily on production infrastructure in Madras.

What Kerala did was to give its local industry a sub-national cinematic identity that was closer to the tradition of national cinemas, as originally defined in Europe: of a combination of state subsidy for local productions, the creation of infrastructure, and local protection from other film industries. The Kerala State Film Development Corporation (KSFDC) was in 1975 upgraded to a Public Sector Undertaking, with the explicitly nationalist objectives of ‘facilitating the production and promotion of Malayalam Cinema’ as against film production that was ‘virtually monopolised by a few studios in and around Madras’ (quoting from its website). By 1978, as many as 86 of the 126 films made in Malayalam were made entirely within the state (see Figure 8).
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8. Sharada in Adoor Goplakrishnan’s debut Malayalam feature Swayamvaram/One’s Own Choice (1972).






Kerala was followed by similar explorations of regional-nationalist New Cinema initiatives, created through an industrial route, in states as varied as Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, Assam and Manipur, Punjab and Orissa. Many of these states, in yoking their New Cinema to their self-definition of state, produced many and diverse reasons for the kind of cinema they wanted made: from anti-feudal films excoriating traditional elites, to showcasing the virtues of new regional-state policy.

A new matrix of cinema‐state relations now emerged that the parent Indian nation-state had been unable to forge. New arguments came about for why the cinema needed support within state industrial policy, and new institutions were set up to address that linkage, including state film archives, state film chambers of commerce, and state film development corporations. Local film histories were written, official journals published providing essential information about their industries—lists of censored films, releases, and other data—and a history of local cinemas was made available for teaching, that celebrated their own film pioneers, from Assam’s Jyotiprasad Agarwala to Kannada’s Gubbi Veeranna.

For the South Indian states, the New Cinema movement was a second go at the regional cinema trophy, of getting the cinemas in their languages to move en masse to their new state capitals. Several film producers refused to do so, forgoing the possibility of subsidies in favour of the familiarity of established infrastructures in Bombay and Madras. The ones that did, as for example the Telugu cinema industry that was induced to shift to Hyderabad, the new capital of the state of Andhra Pradesh (and defined as the home of Telugu-speaking peoples), often moved because of both the pull of increased access to brand new regional markets, and the push of significant local financial investments, coming from the peasant economies of coastal Andhra. While some states sought a quality cinema to emerge in their language, others, like Andhra Pradesh, were only concerned with, in the words of Telugu film historian S. V. Srinivas, ‘bringing the industry “home”, no matter what it produced’.

By the 1970s, a new cultural politics, inviting migrant and even expatriate regional capital to come home, had created a new frontier for the movie industry to play a further role in globalization from below. Long before new metropolitan centres such as Bangalore and Hyderabad advertised themselves as viable investment destinations for global finance, low-end investment was pouring from diverse sources into regional film industries, just as capital in the years after the First World War had once flowed from Lahore and elsewhere across Punjab into colonial and then independent Bombay. As that money had then presented challenges to both colonial and early independent India, so this money now presented challenges to these regional states.

The most spectacular example was that of Kerala’s migrants to the Gulf states. The economic boom within the Gulf countries reached its peak between 1979 and 1984. The Malayalam movie industry became a destination for hot money looking for quick-return (if high-risk) short-term investments. Through the 1970s and 1980s, investment in Kerala was primarily in transport trade, hotels and restaurants, banking and real estate, and in non-banking financial institutions which would earn notoriety in Kerala as ‘Blade Companies’.

By the mid-1980s, the Malayalam film industry had become saturated by money that came from the Gulf. Malayalam cinema, known until then mainly for low-budget films and its tradition of auteurs, now began to be made on plush artificially constructed sets showcasing a neo-rich class. ‘Five-star hotels and bars, melodramatic acting styles and garish make-up represented the excesses of the new economy’, writes film historian Ratheesh Radhakrishnan.

Different states had different levels of success in getting their cinemas to take on the new responsibilities of state formation. Some were able to establish internationally renowned New Cinema initiatives with regional state subsidy, as films by Adoor Gopalakrishnan, G. Aravindan, Girish Karnad, B. V. Karanth, and Girish Kasaravalli, all beneficiaries of New Cinema subsidies, began receiving global recognition for their work.

Most of these filmmakers attempted somewhat edgier works entering darker and more disturbing spaces of national formation. Gopalakrishnan chose to locate his reformism in a discomfiting focus on the former princely state of Travancore, which had had a delayed entry into the nationalist mainstream and a sudden transformation from a feudal state ruled by Dewan C. P. Ramaswamy Aiyer into one run by a Communist government. This acceleration of history created, he argued, a break in Kerala’s historical narrative. It was this break that often animated his films: e.g. his portrayal of the Nair community of former rent collectors, whose way of life was being left behind by a changing world, in his Elippathayam/The Rat Trap (1981) and of the Communist movement itself in Mukha Mukham/Face to Face (1984) and Mathilukal/The Walls (1989).

In Karnataka, both Karnad and Karanth emerged from the new Kannada theatre, but even more so perhaps from the modernist literature then pioneered by major Kannada novelist U. R. Ananthamurthy. Karnad both wrote and acted in a seminal New Cinema venture, Pattabhirama Reddy’s Samskara/The Rites (1970), filming Ananthamurthy’s landmark book of the same name. Shot on location in the south-central Indian mountains of Malnad by a visiting Australian cameraman, this morality tale was set among orthodox upper-caste Madhava Brahmins. When a renegade notorious for eating meat and keeping a low-caste mistress dies, none from his caste are willing to cremate him. The film is pivoted on the ethical dilemmas of a Brahmin scholar (played by Karnad), who cannot find a solution to the problem in the scriptures.

Although both Karnad and Karanth went on to make several major films as well as seminal theatre together, the Navya (or ‘new’) literary-modernist ideology that influenced their work was most explicitly furthered in the cinema by a younger Kannada director Girish Kasaravalli, whose extraordinary debut film Ghatashraddha/The Ritual (1977), made in the wake of Samskara and also based on Ananthamurthy’s writing, extended its critique of Brahminism in several films, many set in the Malnad region so favoured by Karnataka’s modernist writers. Set in the 1920s in a rural orthodox Brahmin Karnataka village, Kasaravalli’s feature tells the story of a child widow through the eyes of a young boy. When the widow becomes pregnant after an affair with a teacher, the boy becomes a horrified witness to her attempts to induce an abortion and then to commit suicide. The climactic moments of the film show her achieve the abortion, helped by an Untouchable, to the sound and images of drunken tribals.

This cinema had an initial impact on the local mainstream industries, and so several regional filmmakers and stars took their cue from the ‘good’ bland melodramas of Hindi filmmakers like Hrishikesh Mukherjee and Basu Chatterjee, who often worked with major movie stars Rajesh Khanna and Amitabh Bachchan. Regional stars known mainly for historicals and mythologicals were now found doing low-budget stories set in the present, like the Kannada mega-star Rajkumar, who produced and acted in the melodrama Halu Jenu/Milk and Honey (1983), a bittersweet tale involving a Bangalore clerk whose wife is stricken with cancer (the hero-dying-of-cancer genre being then a Hrishikesh Mukherjee staple). Yet other regional stars took their cue from the Bachchan vigilante films, like Chiranjeevi in Telugu, Sathyan and Madhu, and later Mammootty and Mohanlal, in Malayalam. Indeed, to many such stars, getting roles in New Cinema movies, whether melodramas or gritty-realist action movies, was considered highly desirable, being an occasion to display acting skills and a path to ‘national’ respectability via state awards.

By the early 1980s, however, most regional initiatives were facing a problem that had curious similarity to the ones the Bombay cinema had faced after the Second World War. In both situations the problem was ‘new money’: now, as then, a combination of agrarian capital and migrant remittances, such money clashing directly with state-government efforts to clean up and reform film industries. Despite major state investment, several regions that had seen a boom in production through the 1960s saw a levelling off and even a drop in production. Kannada, for example, jumped from twelve films in 1961 to thirty-seven in 1970, but then went down to twenty in 1972. Malayalam, which showed a fivefold jump from six in 1961 to thirty-one in 1965, showed a much more sedate increase, going from forty-three in 1970 to forty-seven in 1972.


Films of ‘good standard’

And meanwhile, what of Bombay? Was there ever any such thing as an Indian—as against a Tamil, Bengali, or Malayalam—national cinema? As we see, there never was, but it wasn’t for want of effort.

As far back as 1956, on invitation by the Government of India, British film commentator Marie Seton gave a series of talks in India, later published by the Indian Ministry of Education as The Film as an Educational Force in India. Eight years later, in a second book commissioned by the National Council of Educational Resources and Training (NCERT) and titled Film Appreciation: The Art of Five Directors, Seton shortlisted a canon of world cinema that would, she felt, be appropriate for India: Flaherty, Eisenstein, de Sica, David Lean, and Satyajit Ray. The world would take India’s cinema seriously only when India understood that the cinema’s true purpose was to produce universal values, she said. Her own book showed how such cinema could be made in two easy steps: a film ‘becomes universal in its appeal (a) when it presents an important social or political theme, and (b) when it is nationally true to the country where it is created’.

Easy as it was to understand these points, the problem was that India apparently didn’t know yet how to make such cinema. Two decades later, in 1975, Seton apparently felt that barring a few names, the general situation was still unchanged from what it had been in the 1950s. She attacked an apparently ‘very good’ Hindi film—Gulzar’s classic Aandhi/The Storm (1975)—precisely for its inability to be ‘good’. Made the same year as Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s declaration of a State of Emergency, allowing the Indian Government unprecedented powers, Aandhi had made direct allusions to Mrs Gandhi in its fictional protagonist. The film had faced censorship issues. It was Bengali superstar Suchitra Sen’s last Hindi film. It was also a major musical success, with several popular Kishore Kumar and Lata Mangeshkar duets. None of these things apparently mattered to Seton. Although she concedes that the film has ‘a sharp authenticity’, it, alas, loses it all when it goes into flashbacks, ‘each descending into a deeper commercial sop to the romantic, the coy, the sexually titillating, and in came the inevitable songs’. Seton sighs, ‘What might have been a really good film fell to pieces. A second rate film is one thing. But a good film ruined for alleged box office demands, is another.’ And then she adds:


This film pinpoints the acute problem facing film-makers in India today. In the twenty years since I first came here, the entertainment film has matured from every technical point of view. Many films on the technical level are every bit as well made as the best made films of any country in the world. But the conventions long established by producers, distributors and exhibitors remain rigid and virtually unchanged.



For a good two decades after Seton’s book, the Indian government had attempted to support the making of a ‘good’ cinema in her sense of the term. Through the 1960s, the Bombay-headquartered Film Finance Corporation, meant to offer low-interest loans to the mainstream industry, extended loans for around fifty features to films made in Bombay but also elsewhere in the country.

In 1969 came a change. The Film Finance Corporation initiated its own variation of the New Indian Cinema, under the directive that it ‘develop the film in India into an effective instrument for the promotion of national culture, education and healthy entertainment [b]y granting loans for modest but off-beat films of talented and promising people in the field’.

The policy yielded instant results as a whole generation of new filmmakers was allowed to emerge. Some, like the Indian cinema’s leading avant garde director Mani Kaul, were completely new to the cinema; others, such as Bengal’s Mrinal Sen, already established but now able to give their cinema a new turn.

It also led to major internal dissensions. Although Sen qualified as a ‘good’ filmmaker of the sort Seton may have approved, an earlier Bengali film Akash Kusum/Up in the Clouds (1965), a tale of a lower-middle-class man (played by Bengali movie star Soumitra Chatterjee) who is exposed as a confidence trickster, had sparked a major debate. Sen, who wanted the film to ‘physically look youthful’, had scripted in street scenes, still frames, voiceovers, and emphasis on unrehearsed sound effects, in a way that was a little too anarchic to comfortably fit Seton’s two-step theory of a universal cinema. Satyajit Ray later attacked it for ‘modish narrative devices’, saying that despite showing ‘some lively details of city life’, and despite the filmmakers’ belief ‘that they have made an angry film about struggling youth assailing the bastion of class’, the hero’s behaviour in fact ‘dates back to antiquity’.

On his side, Sen unambiguously downgraded key modernist notions such as artistic ‘originality’ and deployed a wide array of influences from Glauber Rocha’s early work to that of François Truffaut (Akash Kusum) and from Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed to Argentinian Third Cinema theorists and filmmakers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino (in his Calcutta trilogy: Interview, Calcutta ’71, and Padatik/The Guerrilla Fighter), Federico Fellini (Akaler Sandhaney/In Search of Famine), and thereafter Robert Bresson (Khandhar/The Ruin).

Even as he did this, Sen was arguably the only major filmmaker to have had a sense of the larger ramifications of the New Cinema movement as a whole, and especially in South India. He made one film in Telugu, one in Oriya, and had planned at least one in Malayalam. Within Calcutta, in his best-known 1970s work, Sen evoked the radical currents of Bengali theatre, achieving a freewheeling style he later described as ‘playing around with tools as often as I could, as a child plays with building blocks’ to ‘violate the outrageously conformist … mainstream of our cinema’.

His political films drew both from the legacies of the Indian People’s Theatre Association and from his key lead player Utpal Dutt’s 1960s theatre, culminating in the Calcutta trilogy made in the wake of the dismantling of the United Front Ministry in Bengal, with massive anti-Left reprisals, especially against Naxalite factions. The films became a cause célèbre as their screenings became meeting-points for Left activists (with Sen’s encouragement) and were raided regularly by the police. The second and best known of these, Calcutta ’71 (1972; the others were Interview, 1970, and Padatik/The Guerrilla Fighter, 1973), recounts three famous Bengali stories by three Bengali authors together with two contemporary episodes, each presenting an aspect of poverty and exploitation: an angry young man on trial in 1971, a rainstorm in a slum in 1933, a lower-middle-class family during the 1943 famine, teenage smugglers in 1953, and, back again in 1971, a middle-class group in a posh hotel.

More challenging was the cinema of Mani Kaul, begun with a loan from the Film Finance Corporation. His debut was Uski Roti/His Bread (1969: the same year as Mrinal Sen’s Bhuvan Shome, widely viewed as the other film that launched the New Cinema). Uski Roti adapted a short story by noted Hindi author Mohan Rakesh and was perhaps the first consistently formal experiment in Indian cinema. A burly bus driver travels through the dusty, flat Punjabi countryside. His wife spends long hours waiting for him at the bus-stop with his food packet (see Figure 9). One day her younger sister is sexually molested, causing the wife to arrive late at the bus stop. Her husband is upset by her late arrival, rejects her food, and drives away. She remains standing at the roadside until nightfall.
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9. Garima plays the bus driver’s wife Balo in Mani Kaul’s first film Uski Roti/His Bread (1969), widely regarded as having inaugurated the New Indian Cinema.






Kaul’s cinema, as it developed, would become increasingly more experimental. Among its key points of reference were to music (Dhrupad, 1982; Mati Manas/Mind of Clay, 1984; Siddheshwari, 1989), more particularly to the dhrupad form of Indian classical music. He also made extensive reference, in films that worked on the boundary between fiction and documentary, to theories of narrative elaboration derived from Anandvardhan’s Dhwanyaloka, a 9th-century Sanskrit text on aesthetics exploring states of conscious perception.

By 1976, the brief moment of the Film Finance Corporation’s independent cinema policy would be almost over: the Corporation came under withering attack from various quarters. The Government of India’s Parliamentary Committee on Public Undertakings issued a report taking the Corporation to task for not understanding that ‘there is no inherent contradiction between artistic films of good standard and films successful at the box office’, asking it to ensure that henceforth the Corporation satisfy itself that its films ‘have a reasonable prospect of being commercially successful’.

A scant decade after it came into being, by the early 1980s the entire project of the New Cinema was more or less abandoned: and cinema itself was abandoned by governments everywhere as they transferred their patronage to television. The extent of the failure, and the frustration, was reflected in a statement made by the filmmaker Hrishikesh Mukherjee in his capacity as Chairman of the National Film Development Corporation, saying that ‘unhealthy and underhand dealings particularly in the big cities’ are a part of the ‘national distribution and exhibition racket’, and that ‘Until and unless one becomes part of this racket’—and by ‘one’ we presume that he means the government itself—‘it is practically impossible to operate profitably or otherwise in this area of film business’ (all emphases mine).

Mukherjee, whose own middle-class movies had set a specific standard of social acceptability for the New Cinema, was now apparently conceding defeat in a bizarre war with perpetrators of ‘underhand dealings’ in a ‘national distribution and exhibition racket’. The ‘racket’ concerned practices that take us back to the late silent cinema, and the war that the state mounted on it from at least the Second World War.


1975: Deewar/The Wall

In June 1975, the Indira Gandhi government declared that a grave emergency had arisen, whereby the security of India was being threatened by external disturbances, which justified the suspension of normal political processes in favour of extraordinary powers to the executive, and the arrest of her political opponents and detention of political prisoners under something called a Maintenance of Internal Security Act. This was a cataclysmic event in modern Indian history. As with the Emergency itself, so with the film industry’s involvement in it, much of the description has been typically lurid and rumour-filled, including stories of how the entire Indian film industry was held to ransom by those in power. The excessively harsh treatment of the film industry, especially the Bombay-based Hindi cinema, was also in those days linked to a crackdown on an offshore black economy widely believed to be committed to state destabilization: smugglers such as the famous Haji Mastan (the apocryphal origin of Amitabh Bachchan’s character Vijay in Yash Chopra’s Deewar/The Wall, 1975).

There was, however, another side to the Indian state’s involvement with the cinema. By 1971, the year of the war that led to the formation of Bangladesh, the radical movements that had seen perhaps the most tumultuous years in India’s recent political history saw their expression in an explicitly avant garde cinema. Mrinal Sen had just made his Calcutta films, Ritwik Ghatak his last great epics Titash Ekti Nadir Naam/A River Named Titash (1973) and Jukti Takko aar Gappo/Reason, Debate and a Story (1974), and Mani Kaul debuted with his first feature, Uski Roti.

It was also a time when the state sought to make some rather drastic interventions in the film industry as a whole. A major Parliamentary Estimates Committee Report in 1974 offered its diagnosis of what was wrong and what needed doing. India, it noted, had a massive industry. It employed a lot of people. It could do great things, if only it developed itself properly. India makes over 400 films annually, has an investment of Rs 180 crore (US $2.3 billion at prevailing rates), employs over 200,000 people, and contributes Rs 70 crore (US $90 million) annually in taxes. The report unambiguously concluded that the problem was the nature of money entering that economy, the prime cause of which was the lack of bank and institutional finance. A series of drastic solutions were proposed: to rationalize entertainment tax, to reform and regulate stardom in cinema, to encourage dubbing between Indian languages, and so on.

The state was willing to help. The problem was the industry’s continued refusal to want to improve: it was as though the industry was still saying to its government, just as Ardeshir Irani had said to the colonial government nearly sixty years previously, in reply to whether ‘some power’ could be given to the government ‘to see that you produce good films’: ‘No, no power. We don’t want any control of the government over that.’ Now, as then, the film industry wanted the respectability that only a state could give it, but it did not want state control. Or rather, it seemed incapable of functioning under state control. This also effectively meant that the cinema would remain—from colonial times to now—impervious to state regulation.

The Emergency itself was politically unpopular, and saw the movie industry en masse turn against the state. Especially damning was Satyajit Ray’s critique of the Emergency, given that he had by now become something of an exemplar for the kind of cinema that the state wanted the Film Finance Corporation to produce. His Jana Aranya/The Middleman (1975) was a grimly comical tale that abandoned the gentle humanism with which he chronicled the follies of his well-meaning but sometimes ill-equipped liberal intelligentsia. Elaborating on the theme of corruption which ran through the entire Calcutta trilogy (Pratidwandi/Adversary, 1970, Seemabaddha/Company Limited, 1971), Ray told of a young man who, unfairly assessed in his graduate examination, cannot get a job and becomes a corporate ‘middleman’ or dalal (also the term for a pimp). Even the mild sympathy Ray felt for the radical movements reflected in Pratidwandi now disappears.

For all its distance from state subsidy, the Bombay movie industry itself was clearly not impervious to state excesses. One of the biggest releases of 1975 was Deewar/The Wall, the best-known script of new generation writer-scenarist Salim-Javed and featuring Amitabh Bachchan in perhaps his single best-known role. Told in flashback, it relies on the familiar plot of two brothers, one of whom becomes an exemplary policeman, and the other a criminal. The bridge between them is the mother they both adore, but whom the criminal brother cannot visit for fear of being arrested.

Bachchan’s importance in this role had accrued from films he had played from 1972, defining a screen persona with no faith in the state or the rule of law; a tragic protagonist named Vijay (meaning Victory) who inevitably dies at the end, with the sole intention of ensuring the happiness of his immediate kin, and those under his protection, before his death. The first of these, Prakash Mehra’s Zanjeer/Chains (1972), had Vijay witness the murder of his parents by a faceless killer wearing a chain around his wrist. Haunted by the image of the chain, the adult Vijay becomes a policeman determined to clean up Bombay, but later takes the law into his own hands. Later, in another Mehra film, Muqaddar ka Sikandar/Destiny’s Conqueror (1978), Bachchan reprises his typical persona of the doomed loner with a mother fixation living and fighting in an urban jungle.

All of these films were made either in the radical years preceding, or actually during the Emergency. All of them present a tragic hero who is profoundly out of sympathy with the state. In all of these, the hero knows he can rely on nobody but himself to ensure the happiness of those dependent on him, in the short time he has before he succumbs to his fate. And in all of these films, the police arrive, if at all, only after the deed is done. These films’ mistrust of the modern state, and their protagonists’ belief that kinship laws must prevail over legality, were being made at a very sensitive political and cultural moment.


Making peace


There were occasionally successful efforts to make peace between the state and the film industry. Bombay too produced, as some of the regional cinemas did, occasional low-budget equivalents of the New Cinema which, even if they did not avail themselves of Film Finance Corporation-type loans, certainly sought governmental awards and official festival representation.The greatest success in balancing the mid-1970s Indian state’s expectation of its cinema with the radical turn that both the New Cinema and the mainstream Hindi industry had taken in the years leading up to and including the Emergency, was in the Hindi films of Shyam Benegal. Benegal came from advertising, as Ray had done. His first film Ankur/Seedling (1974), funded by a major advertising agency, had all the trappings of radicalism in a story set in feudal Andhra Pradesh, telling of a newly married urban youth who is sent alone to his rural home amid the feudal zamindars (landlords) of Telangana to look after his ancestral property. Finding himself in the role of the traditional landlord, he seduces Lakshmi, the young wife of a deaf-mute labourer (the independent cinema icon Shabana Azmi in her extremely powerful film debut), and makes her pregnant. Her husband, believing the child to be his, goes to tell the landlord the good news but the landlord, consumed by his guilt and afraid of being exposed, beats the man almost to death. Lakshmi then turns on her former lover with a passionate speech calling for a revolutionary overthrow of feudal rule.

With this film and others made through the late 1970s, Benegal achieved much of what the New Cinema agenda had hoped for. His films return the regional focus back to Bombay’s Hindi cinema, succeeding in carving out a viable national market for low-budget filmmaking (a success partially aided by a major Motion Picture Export Association of America boycott of the Indian market coinciding with the release of his first film, creating, Benegal later said, a gap in the market for an intelligent Indian substitute). Most significantly, Benegal was able to reform and regulate stardom in cinema, introducing a range of low-budget stars, such as Shabana Azmi herself (Figure 10), Smita Patil, Naseeruddin Shah, Om Puri, Amrish Puri, Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Anant Nag and Girish Karnad—all of whom would not only develop major careers but offer credible alternatives to an independent cinema that could not afford Bombay’s mainstream stars.
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10. Shabana Azmi, the schoolmaster’s wife, and Naseeruddin Shah, the youngest of the feudal landlord family, in Shyam Benegal’s Nishant/The Night’s End (1975), set in feudal Telangana.






Benegal’s later features would be closer to what came to be known as the entertainment-led ‘middle cinema’: a popular cinema for an intelligent audience that may have been, for the first time, a realization of what the Film Finance Corporation had meant when it had spoken of the need to support ‘films of good standard’, or what Seton may have meant with her idea of a cinema with a universal appeal. Many of the films were effectively commissioned for clients, e.g. the National Dairy Development Board in Gujarat showcasing the success of its milk cooperatives (Manthan), the Communist Party of India (Marxist)-led Government of West Bengal showcasing its well-known land-reform movement known as Operation Barga (Aarohan/The Ascent, 1982), the Handloom Co-operatives (Susman/Essence, 1986), Indian Railways (the television serial Yatra/Journey, 1986), or even the Indian state itself, in the case of the 53-episode TV serial based on Jawaharlal Nehru’s book, The Discovery of India (Bharat Ek Khoj, 1988).

Others too managed within the twin registers of success—commercial success on the one hand and aesthetic acceptability within the New Cinema’s definitions on the other—if without Benegal’s direct impact on film policy, An enduringly popular and commercially successful low-budget ‘Bimal Roy’ school of middle-class Bombay filmmaking, represented by the filmmakers Gulzar, Basu Bhattacharya, and Basu Chatterjee, was the most famous. Gulzar himself, though a native Punjabi, was a poet-lyricist often presented as continuing both Bengali and Urdu literary traditions. He started his career writing songs for Roy. His first film, Mere Apne/Our Own, remade Tapan Sinha’s Bengali Apanjan (1968), after which he adapted Bengali authors to make a kind of latter-day mainstream Hindi version of the Bengali literary-cinema form of the boi. Bhattacharya was Bimal Roy’s son-in-law, and his first film was a major commercial success, the Raj Kapoor and Waheeda Rehman musical Teesri Kasam/The Third Vow (1966). He then turned to the New Cinema with two films featuring major movie stars usually focused on the domestic marital discord of upper-class couples.

Chatterjee was one of the founders of the New Cinema with his Sara Akash/The Whole Sky (1969). What he now did was to take the New Cinema into its next era, first with commercially successful low-budget middle-class comedies starring Marathi actor Amol Palekar, and second, when he adapted his formula of rapidly shot sentimental low budget films to television, making some of the first commercially successful soap operas on Indian TV.








Chapter 5



 Bollywood



Amitabh in Piccadilly and Rajnikant in Tokyo

It was the summer of 1999, and Amitabh Bachchan was walking down London’s Piccadilly Circus, trying not to be recognized. Major Indian movie stars could still in 1999 hope to walk anonymously in Piccadilly, but Bachchan was not surprised when a group of movie fans suddenly placed him. What was surprising was who they were.

‘I saw this group of Kurds running towards me’, he says, and his instant reaction mobilized a racial‐religious stereotype: ‘I thought they wanted to assassinate me.’ But then, ‘They stopped right there and started singing songs from Amar Akbar Anthony and Muqaddar ka Sikandar.’

The encounter led him to some further musings. ‘Hindi cinema is gaining worldwide recognition,’ he said to the Times of India (18 July, 1999). ‘I don’t mean only those films which make it to Berlin or Cannes … Rajnikant is tremendously popular in Japan. And I’m told that our stars are known even in Fiji, Bali and Chile. Amazing!’ It led him to a strange admission. ‘But we’re not marketing ourselves properly,’ he said ruefully. ‘Someone out there is making pots of money at our expense.’

So who is this ‘someone’ and how come Bachchan doesn’t know? His puzzled incomprehension of an audience out there reproduces the same bemused ambivalence with which the Indian movie industry has responded to news of audiences outside their familiar domains. Stories of 1950s and 1960s megastar Raj Kapoor’s much touted popularity in China and Turkey in the 1950s, or of 1980s ‘disco dancer’ Mithun Chakraborty’s fame in the Soviet Union, are bizarre oddities to an Indian cinema that has historically assumed that its enormous local impact, by its very nature, disqualifies it from imagining an audience beyond the domestic one. Or that, if there is at all a global audience, it must necessarily consist only of India’s diaspora: that nobody else really cared.

Statistics seemed to confirm this belief. Although India remains the world’s largest film producer, in 2011 its box office revenue worldwide was US $1.5 billion, of which only a tiny 8 per cent came from outside the country: 6 per cent from the USA alone, and only 2 per cent from the rest of the world. In contrast, China that year overtook India with a revenue of US $2.03 billion, of which 44 per cent came from foreign markets. The world was yet to be convinced that Bachchan’s Kurds, Chileans, and Fijians, Chakraborty’s Russians, or Rajnikant’s Japanese make for a credible global market.

The question really has been why not: what prevents the apparently large numbers of people watching Indian films worldwide from becoming an accountable audience? For one possible answer, we could extrapolate from the study of traditional Muslim audiences of Indian cinema in Europe by German scholar Christiane Brosius. Indian films, she says, have often played the role of a helping hand to enable first generation migrants to recognize that culture is something that one has to appreciate. Where schools and networks such as cultural and religious centres are seen as failing to provide adequate socialization for diasporic audiences, film serves as a backdrop for negotiations, and the dramatization of ‘we Muslims don’t do that’ versus ‘they are doing it’.

One consequence for such cultural access is that the Indian cinema abroad is viewed as creating an elusive, even fugitive audience, a public willing to consume but not necessarily willing to ‘come out’. It is increasingly evident that such a public is not confined to the Indian diaspora, but includes, say, Nigerian Hausa viewers, who engage with the fantasy worlds of Indian cinema ‘as a secure third space’, in the words of anthropologist Brian Larkin. Turkish film scholar Ahmet Gurata shows how the title song of Raj Kapoor’s Awara/The Vagabond (1951) was played throughout Turkey, was the top-selling record, and was performed by a number of Turkish singers who circulated it as a Turkish record in music markets, going on to ‘literally become part of folk culture when Turkish folklorist İlhan Başgöz recorded a folk version in 1957 in the eastern city of Kars’. And it includes Koreans enrolling for Bollywood dance classes in Seoul, who explicitly claim that this is their local culture, and has nothing to do with India.

Bachchan’s bafflement at meeting his Kurdish fans would be echoed yet again in 1995, when the Tamil film Muthu, featuring Rajnikant, Tamil cinema’s biggest superstar ever, was released in 1999 at Tokyo’s Cinema Rise. To everyone’s surprise the film netted US $1.7 million over a nine-week run. Scrambling for some kind of cultural explanation, its executive producer B. Kandaswamy Bharathan, credited with having masterminded its marketing, hazarded the wild guess that the film’s message that money is not everything in life must have appealed to a Japanese audience ‘that’s been talked down about for not being as hardworking as the post-war generation’. The Japanese Ambassador to India went further. In trying to explain the success of Muthu, he spoke of Tamil fascination for ikebana and bonsai, and Japanese students flooding to Chennai’s Kalakshetra, the famous school for the Indian classical dance form, Bharatanatyam. He even floated a linguistic theory that Japanese and Tamil share a common origin.


The word Bollywood: a ‘remix’

In many ways the arrival of Bollywood, and with it the claim for the cleaning up and professionalizing of the movie industry, was also a claim to have resolved these grey cultural areas and arrive at a style that was now properly international. Bollywood announced itself from its inception as a global strategy, on a par with the famous Hallyu or Korean Wave, in which the cinema would spearhead a gigantic marketing initiative for all things Indian.

The term itself, Bollywood, is commonly viewed with derision: as though the Indian cinema produced something of a copycat, or even a spoof, of a Californian original. But the industry widely accepts that, however dubious the word, it has been a game-changer.

An important marker for this change occurred in 2006, when the very character of the Indian state appeared to have been transformed, and with it, its attitude to its cinema industry. That year, India announced a new ambition: propelling itself, in the words of an upbeat economist, from ‘socialist stagnation to global growth’. Its Approach Statement to its Eleventh Five-Year Plan was dominated by visions of growth and of global integration. Somewhere in this ambition for global integration came a word new for the Indian state: soft power. Indian author and politician Shashi Tharoor, one of the leading proponents of such a concept, has often spoken of how India could influence and alter other people’s attitudes ‘by attraction rather than military coercion’ if it leveraged its great strengths in soft power. And what are these strengths? He listed India’s long history of ideas, its diversity of language and ethnicity, its films, its literature, and its food.

It was important that India’s ambitions for globalizing its economy coincided with the digital revolution. The new economy was pivoted around the outstanding success of IT and IT-enabled services, continued the Eleventh Plan statement, which also ‘first demonstrated what Indian skills and enterprise could do, given the right environment’. Bringing the entertainment industry into the digital economy was the new mantra, and it would be achieved through a new sector, Media & Entertainment, or, informally, Bollywood. This would be a clutch of varied industries including print, television, radio, music, and gaming, each with their own distribution platforms, but all coming together through diverse crossover strategies. This sector now saw numerous corporate interests entering at different points in the chain from movie production and exhibition to its exploitation on different platforms. Some were domestic, like industrialist Anil Ambani’s Reliance MediaWorks, while others included some of the biggest names in film production—Fox, Disney, and Viacom—setting up shop in India.

Change was undoubtedly in the air, and yet Bachchan’s bafflement would remain like a hovering miasma. Was there indeed a fugitive audience out there, or had the global audience for Indian cinema bottomed out? If there was one, how to reach it? Were there still pirates in the woodwork making pots of money outside the visible sector? How to clean up this invisible economy? Could it be that for all that had changed, things had remained the same?

A good metaphor for all of Bollywood’s anxieties was provided by two seemingly unrelated events that occurred in the year 1997. The first event took place in England, when a record album named Bollywood Flashback was released by a music producer named Bally Sagoo. This album was commissioned by Sony, following market research that had identified an untapped market. Famous Hindi film songs could reproduce reggae’s evolution into dancehall directed at British-Asian youth if they could be ‘spiced-up’ and reissued. Songs like Chura liya, from the teenage movie Yaadon Ki Baraat/Procession of Memories (1973), sung by Asha Bhosle and composed by R. D. Burman, were rereleased set to electronic rhythms and dubs drawn from rap and hip-hop.

Within England itself the trend that this album set was viewed largely within an established dancehall aesthetic. In Sagoo’s own description, his remixes catered to Asian kids who, like most of Western youth, ‘wanted the punchy, racy bass lines, the great drum beat and the powerful female vocals coming across … more melodies than lyrics’, ‘a good beat and a good vibe, a good song on the dancefloor’.

To many within the British Asian community, however, such a ‘coming out’ of a musical form from narrow ethno-political moorings into the mainstream was disturbing. As British-Asian scholar Ashwani Sharma noted, Sagoo’s promotion by Columbia and Sony ‘illustrates how concepts within the discourse of ethnicity, such as “migrant” and “diaspora”, are articulated alongside the expansion of new consumer markets around the world’.

Within India, however, Bollywood Flashback’s success set off wholly different anxieties. Here too, as in England, it was a culture issue, but quite another kind of cultural history was at stake. A decade before Bollywood Flashback, Indian markets had been flooded by the remixed versions of famous Hindi film songs from an unknown music label named T-Series, owned by a man named Gulshan Kumar. Kumar had, it was said, exploited a copyright loophole to make a fortune releasing ‘cover’ versions of hundreds of famous movie songs. Alongside this practice, Kumar also made a name as a producer of devotional songs.

When India imported the remix aesthetic, it directly clashed with the ‘cover version’ economy, creating something entirely different. Unlike dancehall, which sampled the original before adding the DJ’s voiceovers, Indian remixes were entirely new renditions, with new singers, styles, and accompaniment. Outside India, these would be labelled ‘remakes’ rather than ‘remixes’. Within India, say Marshall and Beaster-Jones in their study on the remix legacy, the terms became largely synonymous, and commercial remix videos on television ‘tended to represent highly erotic moments’ with ‘young female starlets dressed for—and dancing in—urban nightclubs, [while] ostensibly innocent lyrics were resituated to fit the narrative of an eroticized club context’. What the remix now did was to open up the possibility of famous songs being rendered with entirely new interpretations. One of the most famous was a 2002 remix of a Lata Mangeshkar song, Kaanta laga/A thorn pierces from a somewhat obscure 1972 film titled Samadhi/Divine Union. This remix, from an album named DJ Doll released by T-Series, features a woman, played by the actress Shefali Jariwala, reading a pornographic magazine, after which she enters a dancehall, sets fire to that magazine, and gyrates before her boyfriend.

The panic that accompanied such renditions—led by Lata Mangeshkar’s own horrified call for a complete ban on such reinterpretation—echoes the entire history of censorship going back to its earliest colonial origins: namely, India’s extraordinary capacity to read new meanings into, indeed to deliberately misread, well-known texts. What it also did was to further echo the concerns about Bollywood as itself being something of a gigantic remix economy comprising many ‘mixer-grinders’ as the industry calls them, recycling the cinema’s history on numerous grey-economy platforms.

The second incident was this: the same year as Sagoo transformed the Hindi film song, T-Series owner Gulshan Kumar was murdered. His killer was allegedly his own composer, Nadeem Saifi of the musical duo of Nadeem‐Shravan, who had risen to major 1990s fame when Kumar had given them a break with the hit film Aashiqui/Lover (1990). The reason for the killing was never entirely established, but it was widely rumoured that there was a gangland connection. Nadeem himself remained in England for several years, a fugitive from justice. What the murder nevertheless did do was to provide a further spin to the controversy around the remix.


The arrest

In 2001, even as the Hindi cinema was putting together its upbeat story of globalization, and shortly before Kumar’s grisly murder, yet another incident occurred that shook the Mumbai (since 1995 Bombay’s new name) movie industry to its core. In January of that year, Mumbai’s leading movie financier Bharat Shah was arrested, accused of money laundering for the Dubai-based businessman Chhota Shakeel, who was being investigated in India for running an extortion racket and other criminal acts. Shah was a very big name in the city, a diamond merchant with a side business in real estate, generally viewed as financing films with only a tiny part of his vast finances mainly because he liked to hang out with the beautiful people.

The Shah episode turned into a complicated saga that highlighted the underside of globalization: activities that the Indian state considered criminal. The 2002 Lisbon arrest and 2004 extradition of the gangster Abu Salem caused especial tension, for fear of who in the industry he might implicate. Salem had also been accused of masterminding the 1993 serial bomb blasts in Mumbai, which had seen several movie people implicated, and the movie star Sanjay Dutt sent to jail. The tensions were such that film producer Yash Chopra, the leading spokesperson for the film industry, had to put out an announcement explicitly designed to assuage concerns, saying in November 2005 that ‘no underworld‐film industry nexus exists in Bollywood at present’, since ‘money is easily available’.

If Bollywood was not a clean-up as much as it was a process of legalization of time-honoured business practices, at a time when the Indian state was finally making its peace with the Indian cinema, both the Kumar and Shah episodes also revealed its complicated, even violent, face. The Bollywoodizing of the Indian film industry would soon grow into perhaps the bloodiest war yet between traditional financial practices and the state, as several of its practices were criminalized, driven both offshore and underground. From that war would be born a new—some might say more properly neo-liberal—state: the India that would become an investment and tourist destination and a software and information technology powerhouse. And Bollywood, if the Indian state got it right this time, would be its new cultural face.

With this transition too, as with Ardeshir Irani in the 1920s and Raj Kapoor in the 1950s, the problem was not the availability of funds. Despite the fact that the industry commonly claimed that less than 15 per cent of all releases broke even, and less than 5 per cent made serious profits, in most regions of India there appeared to be no dearth of investment in certain aspects of the filmmaking process, especially some key ancillary economies. What was lacking was legitimacy.

In 1983‐4, it was estimated that ‘black’ income generation was at an astonishing 18‐21 per cent of the country’s overall Gross Domestic Product. Of the seven major sources of the national production of black money, the third largest source—after ‘real estate transactions’ and ‘large scale manufacturing’—was the film industry.

In 1969, the film theorist Chidananda Das Gupta had spoken of this very ‘black money’ which, he said, had originated in the scarcities of the wartime years, when the ‘spoils of large-scale profiteering stayed outside the banks’, and it had stayed out ever since. ‘An industry which costs more in services than in goods’ offered an ‘excellent area for this unaccounted and untaxed wealth to hide and multiply’. The consequences were inevitable: ‘the mass film in India … landed itself in a star system without studio control, formula film-making without Hollywood’s variety of formulas, an annual investment of some 85 million dollars without Hollywood’s audience research or other organisational safeguards.’

But how different, actually, was this from Hollywood? The question would shortly take on a new urgency when, in 2009, Mumbai industrialist Anil Ambani’s Reliance Big, one of the major corporate players to emerge from Bollywood, announced plans to invest €1.2 billion into Steven Spielberg’s DreamWorks. That investment both saved Spielberg’s struggling company and ensured Ambani’s ‘integration with the US entertainment industry via these relationships with some of the heavy hitters of Hollywood’, writes film historian Manjunath Pendakur.

The convergences had not been confined to the 2000s: there was similarity between what Shah was doing, in making a shift away from the box office and towards the sale of secondary or subsidiary rights, and what had happened in the 1970s when Universal Studio’s Lew Wasserman had outlined how these rights could be monetized. Like Wasserman then, Shah was now a financier rather than producer: green-lighting independent productions that he felt were most compatible with his other business interests. Both had given a new lease of life to independent productions (in Shah’s case literally so, ‘presenting’ such independent classics as Ramgopal Varma’s Satya/Truth, 1998, Kamalahasan’s Hey Ram, 2000, and Sanjay Khanduri’s Ek Chalis Ki Last Local/The Last Train at One Forty, 2007). Unlike Wasserman, Shah did not really fund blockbusters, but like him, Shah too milked newer and newer areas of invisible secondary rights, moving the industry away from its dependence on the box-office. For Wasserman this was, after Jaws (1975), a combination of ancillary rights, from selling toys and partnering fast-food chains, to milking later revenues from pay-TV, home video, and DVD sales. Shah’s own ancillary services for investors were a little more complicated.

On 8 January 2001, the Indian Express claimed that it had ‘astonishing evidence’ that as many as 60 per cent of the films in Mumbai were being financed by mafia dons, and that ‘as many as 20 films released recently are suspected to have been financed by Dubai-based underworld don, Chhota Shakeel’. And what did they expect in return? Mumbai’s leading financial journalist Sucheta Dalal analysed the entire Bharat Shah episode from an unusual viewpoint. She primarily contended that what Shah was doing was to convert the film industry into a kind of financial gateway, for money to enter for other destinations within the city’s overall finance sector.

By 2007, barely six years after the Shah episode, the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) claimed that the system had been largely cleaned up. Once upon a time traditional distributors played multiple roles, it said, including movie financing and taking on risk, but now all this was in the past. Now financing was available from banks at very affordable rates, and this, coupled with the ability of exhibitors to directly enter into screening agreements with producers, meant that the middle-men were on the verge of extinction.

The CII argued that this had been made possible because of three changes. First, the arrival of the multiplex, which ensured transparency in collection. Secondly, digital distribution, often via satellite, which ‘eased the distribution of movies to the remote villages of the country’. And finally, the corporatization of financiers into new generation production houses. Such production houses integrate their work in film with a number of other initiatives in financial services, infrastructure, and communications.


The disaster

The transition would be littered with casualties. In 1995, some years before the Bollywood Flashback/Gulshan Kumar episodes, occurred the disastrous launch of the institution that was meant to be the gleaming new face of everything Bollywood: the Amitabh Bachchan Corporation Limited (ABCL). This was a proper corporate intervention, financially evaluated and with corporate investment. Its primary asset was the brand value of the film superstar Bachchan himself. And it was going to do things with his persona that were still, in the mid-1990s, completely new to business strategy in the entertainment sector.

A scant decade later, many of these strategies would become standard practices. In 2012, the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI) listed them as premised on the recovery, based on genre, star-cast, and music, of anywhere between 40‐80 per cent of their production costs before the film is released, through pre-sale of rights for cable and satellite, music, home video, and select merchandising. Despite the obvious benefit of such profits coming in, the problem for FICCI was that this model was limited to large studios. Individual producers, on the other hand, still had to bear the bulk of production and associated publicity and advertising expenses. This meant that even after a string of successes, a couple of failures could have a devastating impact on individual producers.

In 1995, ABCL was clearly looking at just such a model. The problem was that it did not even have that initial string of successes: it tanked from the moment it began. In its very first year it incurred a loss of Rs 8 crore (US $2.5 million at prevailing rates of exchange) on television slots, and then, killingly, a further loss of Rs 7 crore (US $2.2 million) on the Miss World beauty pageant which it had agreed to event-manage. In 1997, UTV sued ABCL for the eleven Hindi films for which ABCL had bought distribution rights.

The Miss World pageant was a financial disaster, but more importantly—in the way Bachchan found himself confronting right-wing pro-Hindu morality women’s groups—also a cultural disaster: an indication that the path to globalization would not be as smooth as he and other corporate utopians had anticipated. What especially hurt was the failure of the one surefire ingredient that would, only the previous decade, have ensured the success of a blockbuster: brand-Bachchan.

When banks sought to attach his bungalow in Juhu (a famed tourist landmark), Bachchan turned the clock back, and returned to the kind of people who had been historically the movie industry’s friends and financiers. In his case these included well-known political fixer Amar Singh and the tainted Sahara-India corporate group that bailed Bachchan out (and whose head, Subroto Roy, is, at the time of writing, in jail).

A somewhat more successful 1990s transition occurred in the cinema of Mani Rathnam, a key contemporary and briefly partner in the ABCL mode as well, with his Telugu‐Hindi compatriot Ramgopal Varma. Both moved from an earlier film economy into 2000s Bollywood, but both also made geographical moves to Mumbai: Rathnam from Madras and Varma from Hyderabad. Rathnam’s breakthrough hit, Roja (1992), received an unprecedented release both in original Tamil and in dubbed Hindi. The film is set mostly in Kashmir, where its protagonist is kidnapped by ‘terrorists’, and his South Indian Tamil-speaking wife finds herself unable to communicate with Northern Hindi-speaking military officers. Roja faced a relatively minor political controversy for its humanization of Islamic terrorists, but Rathnam’s next feature, Bombay (1995), proved far more controversial. This was based on the 1992‐3 Hindu‐Muslim riots in the city following the destruction of the Babri mosque by Hindu militants. The story of a Tamil Hindu‐Muslim couple migrating to Mumbai is intercut with growing signs of religious fanaticism around them. The film was distributed by ABCL, which only added to its already controversial existence when they checked with the leader of the far-Right political party, the Shiv Sena, as to whether it was ‘all right’ to release the film.

Varma’s primary reputation too was established with a Telugu film, one considered a classic of its time, the campus movie Shiva. A young college student (the 1990s Telugu film star Nagarjuna in his first major role) becomes caught up in gang rivalry and eventually becomes a crusader for justice. His important work—his crime trilogy Satya (198), Company (2002), and D (2005)—was however both made and set in Mumbai, where it presented the definitive version of the city as steeped in crime and gang-wars, often referencing actual individuals and barely disguised real-life events.

Unlike ABCL, which had clearly spread itself thin, Rathnam and Varma established their identity primarily through the films they made and propagated. What their work directly facilitated was the birth of an independent sector within the mainstream Hindi cinema, attempting a technologically enhanced gritty realism, using their own authorial signature to market films that had no major stars but hugely innovative stories exploring new genres including the horror movie, the gangster film, and the cinema of urban brutalism.

A large number of independent filmmakers emerged, who either worked with Varma and Rathnam, or had been supported by them in their early career. Three of the most famous filmmakers in Hindi today, Anuraag Kashyap, Sriram Raghavan, and Tigmanshu Dhulia, started either as scriptwriters for Varma and Rathnam, or their first films were produced by them. Kashyap, best known for his thriller Black Friday (2004), about the terrorist blasts in Mumbai in 1994, had earlier co-scripted Varma’s gangland thriller Satya. Varma also produced Sriram Raghavan’s landmark debut, Ek Hasina Thi/There was Once a Girl (2004), a slasher film of a vengeful murderess, and Shimit Amin’s 2004 crime movie Ab Tak Chhappan/Fifty Six Down So Far, about vigilante police taking on gangsters in the city. And Tigmanshu Dhulia, who wrote Rathnam’s film about a terrorist attack on India’s Republic Day, Dil Se … /From the Heart … (1998), later made his own famous debut Haasil/Acquisition (2003), about violent student activities in the small town of Allahabad.

All three filmmakers are today known for having revolutionized 2000s Hindi cinema with raw, edgy, and violent films often set in the city’s underclass, featuring criminal groups, student leaders, or sometimes terrorists (see Figure 11).
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11. Violent new Bollywood: Manoj Bajpai plays Sardar Khan, in centre, from Anuraag Kashyap’s The Gangs of Wasseypur (2012).







‘Digital Dawn’

By the end of the first decade of the 21st century, India was suffused with major new ambitions. It would no longer be a backward ‘third-world’ post-colonial nation-state, but repositioned as an emerging financial superpower. In marketing its financial muscle, for the first time the Indian state would use its cinema without embarrassment. On its side, a somewhat more self-assured movie industry, now properly Bollywood, would partner the state and lend this name to an entire creative economy that both FICCI and CII—the key representatives of ‘India Inc.’—had begun taking very seriously indeed.

FICCI’s Entertainment Committee was now co-chaired by veteran Bollywood director Yash Chopra and his younger, equally influential, colleague Karan Johar. Its hugely promoted 2012 Report, Digital Dawn: The Metamorphosis Begins, signalled just what Bollywood now meant. By 2011, the Indian M&E (media & entertainment) industry was worth Rs 728 billion (US $ 16.3 billion at prevailing exchange rates). The dominant medium was television, but new sectors showing considerable muscle were animation and VFX, digital advertising, and gaming. India had properly entered the era of the blockbuster.

Digital Dawn noted that there existed two extreme ends to the spectrum. One was measured by a new benchmark: the ‘one hundred crore club’ (US $20 million), reflecting the amount achieved in domestic theatrical collections. In 2011, the films in this category were by Salman Khan (Bodyguard, Ready), Ajay Devgn (Singham), and above all Shah Rukh Khan (Ra.One, Don 2).

On the other hand, said the Report, niche content from independent filmmakers also gained widespread acceptance. Such content that did well was overwhelmingly in the slasher/thriller/noir genre: Pawan Kripalani’s ‘found-footage horror film’ Ragini MMS and Mohit Suri’s erotic slasher Murder 2. Another genre that appeared to be doing well was the fictional film based on a true story, such as No One Killed Jessica, based on the real-life murder of model Jessica Lall in full view of the public in a bar; and Milan Luthria’s The Dirty Picture, based on the life of Malayalam star Silk Smitha. And then there were the edgy comedies: Anand Rai’s hit starring Kangana Ranaut, Tanu Weds Manu, and the Aamir Khan-produced Delhi Belly. 2011 was also good for non-Hindi (and thus non-Bollywood) industries: the Punjabi (Jihne Mera Dil Luteya/They Who have Stolen my Heart), Bengali (Baishey Shrabon/The Twenty-Second Day of Shravan) and Malayalam (Traffic) cinemas saw significant success beyond their native states, in India and internationally.

By 2011 Indian films were being regularly released in Eastern Asia, Western Europe, Australia, and Latin America. If there was one thing that showcased the ambitions of the new Bollywood, it was the Asian success of 3 Idiots. A comedy starring Aamir Khan, critiquing the institutions of mass-produced higher education in engineering and valorizing innovation, it was released on 230 screens in Korea and across 900 screens in China, including in a Mandarin-dubbed version: a complete first for any non-Hollywood foreign film in China.


Plus ça change …

Buried deep in Digital Dawn was an old, old problem, resurfacing like an itch. In 2011, it said, ‘commercial success ratio of films remain(ed) roughly 15 per cent to 17 per cent’.

This proportion had remained virtually unchanged, at least since Independence. It was a crucial figure in the Bharat Shah episode: but what the Shah controversy had revealed was not that 83‐5 per cent of the films did not make money, but rather that they made it outside the contours of the visible economy. Given Bollywood’s much-touted claim that things had changed for the better, the question becomes, just what had changed since Bharat Shah? Surely, with the new Bollywood that the FICCI Report heralds with companies like Fox and Viacom claiming an ‘increased sophistication across the industry value chain’ through ‘stricter financial discipline’, and micro-management of ‘all aspects of production’, from the scripting stage till release for large budget films to control costs, something would have changed?

Bizarrely, it appears not. Digital Dawn admitted the need to ensure ‘early entrapment of cash-flows’ through saturation releases, but appeared strangely unsure as to how to go about it. Among the newer forms of ancillary revenue-augmentation processes it discovered was pay-per-view on DTH (Direct-to-home) television using micro-pricing, which could, it claimed, compete with the cost of a pirated VCD.

What however of active viewers, those who did more with their movies than merely watch them and pay up? The only ancillary economy it was able to find, that might capitalize on this activity, was the marginal one named licensing and merchandising (L&M). Although ‘L&M channels … have the potential of creating a marketing buzz for the film before the opening weekend and can help build loyal communities and fan-bases’, the Report noted that as of 2011, such revenue added up to only 5 per cent of the total film industry revenue. The only example that existed of a successful exploitation of merchandising was Shah Rukh Khan’s superhero production Ra.One, which used gaming, digital comics, costumes, novels, action figures, toys, stationery, and accessories to make an additional revenue of around Rs 15 crore (US $3.3 million at prevailing exchange rates).

It appeared that the cinema had come full cycle. We were back to the problem with which we began this inquiry, back to the oceanic but eternally elusive audience. Both Bharat Shah and the video pirate now provided in their own distinct ways answers to the question Bachchan asked at the top of this chapter: who it was that was making ‘pots of money’.


Ghostly presences, and Bollywood at Selfridges

By the mid-2000s there was a strange similarity between the ghostly financial presences, of pirate and financier. Both were integral parts of the industry even as both were widely seen as its worst enemies. Both Shah and the pirate forced the basic question that has been raised in India since colonial times: why—and for whom—did the Indian cinema exist? And how could the Indian film industry get to them?

In the 2000s, answers to this question were apparently being provided by two kinds of film industries that effectively split Bollywood in half. On the one hand, filmmakers who frankly acknowledged their debt to film piracy, as they catered to a deep cinephilia and often accessed their audiences with films that sought cult status even as they represented the grisly underside of globalization. The first of these, by Anuraag Kashyap, still the ruling high priest of such cinema, was the unreleased Paanch/Five (2003), a film that faced censorship trouble and then became a musical cult movie extensively viewed entirely in the informal digital sector. His next film, Black Friday, faced a similar fate until it got a small commercial release. It was based on a true-story account of the people who were involved in the terrorist bomb attack on Mumbai in 1993. A sprawling film, it involves a narrative so vast that there is no central point of view from which the entire story makes sense. All the characters are bit players; there is no single plot mastermind. Kashyap’s next feature No Smoking (2007) had major Hindi movie star John Abraham enter, in his attempt to quit the tyranny of smoking, another and more tyrannical space that is literally represented as a descent into the nether regions of the city: a vertiginous space entirely devoid of rational definition.

No Smoking was co-produced by another major name, the filmmaker/composer Vishal Bhardwaj. Known primarily for his adaptations of Shakespeare, his first film in this series, Maqbool (2003), sets Macbeth in the Mumbai underworld. His Omkara (2006) adapted Othello in a story set among political gangs in deep Uttar Pradesh, and his most recent Haider (2014) sets the plot of Hamlet in Kashmir, and amid battles between the Indian army and Islamic terrorists.

Alongside a 2000s Mumbai movie there also emerged a distinctly Delhi cinema, through films such as Dibakar Bannerjee’s Khosla Ka Ghosla/Khosla’s Nest (2006) and Oye Lucky Lucky Oye (2008), a Kolkata cinema in Srijit Mukherjee’s Baishey Shraban (2011), and a Chennai cinema in M. Sasikumar’s Subramaniapuram (2008). Although very different kinds of films, all of these had a distinct family resemblance in their emphasis on the contemporary; on local subaltern idioms, languages, and practices, that made them all equally Bollywood: or at least, the ‘other’ Bollywood, the cinema for an audience that—typically in their elusiveness—finds meanings that often go beyond the control of marketing teams wanting to ‘entrap’ filmgoing into cash flows.

In sharp contrast was the mainstream, authorized Bollywood, the globalizing face of an upbeat India represented especially by the major Hindi producer of the 2000s, Karan Johar (Figure 12). Johar began his directorial career with the blockbuster romance Kuch Kuch Hota Hai/Something Happening Within Me (1998), followed by the ensemble dramas Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham … /Occasional Joy and Sorrow (2001) and Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna/Never Say Goodbye (2006). He also put together a production ensemble, comprising his major star and the face of Bollywood, Shah Rukh Khan, his choreographer and now herself a considerable filmmaker, Farah Khan, his costumier Manish Malhotra, and his ‘stylist’, art-director Sharmistha Roy.
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12. The heyday of Bollywood: Shah Rukh Khan in Karan Johar’s production Kal Ho Naa Ho/Tomorrow May Never Come (2003, directed by Nikhil Advani).






This team had actually first been assembled for an earlier film, one that announced the arrival of Bollywood: the Yash Chopra production Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge/Braveheart Gets the Bride (1995), directed by Chopra’s son Aditya. Set mostly in London and elsewhere in Europe, and then in the Punjab, the film squarely addresses the key audience of this form of Bollywood: the Non-Resident Indian (NRI). In the film, featuring Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol, the British-Asian hero woos his girl across Europe, but to win her, he has to travel to the Punjab and win over her austere father first, by revealing his commitment to traditional Indian values. Much the same NRI template defines most of the Johar variant of Bollywood: Kuch Kuch Hota Hai was a teeny-bopper college romance featuring the entire team, with designer Sharmistha Roy hired to reproduce the Archie comics’ Riverdale High School; Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham … , set partly in London and unashamedly addressing NRI values of tradition, fidelity, and family values, again features the same team, as well as the leading face of India’s new design industry, Abu Jani-Sandeep Khosla.
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13. Classic Bollywood retro: advertisement for the Mata Hari fashion collection by Bollywood designers Abu Jani and Sandeep Khosla inserted into photographs of Guru Dutt’s famous musical Mr & Mrs 55 (1955).





As Johar, Khan, and Chopra developed it, Bollywood acquired two key features. First, a relentless focus on ancillaries that both Chopra and Johar signed. This was not in terms of spectatorial ‘entrapment’ in the FICCI sense, but in the form of a legalized variant of the Bharat Shah version: of cinema that directly worked with diverse other economies. And secondly, an emphasis on ‘retro’ (Figure 13): Bollywood has almost always defined itself in terms of the cinema that had passed, the histories that had been made, paying back its debts. We see this almost literally in the plot of Farah Khan’s Om Shanti Om (2007), set in the 1970s and the present, in which a movie star who was an extra on the sets of the Subhash Ghai film Karz/Debt (1980) and later saw a crime being committed, extracts revenge through restaging that past in the present.

Both ancillary markets in their full range and Bollywood retro were in evidence in the first full display of the complete Bollywood economy outside the screen, in London’s ‘Indian Summer’ of 2002. The Summer was kicked off by fashion designers Abu Jani–Sandeep Khosla’s reconstruction of the film star Dimple Kapadia’s Mumbai home on the ground floor of the London department store Selfridges. Bizarre as it seemed, it was prepared for nothing more than an announcement of the ‘Bollywood at Selfridges, May 2002’ season, to be attended by stars Amitabh Bachchan, Madhuri Dixit, and Dimple Kapadia. At a multicultural music, art, and dance series at Trafalgar Square, the then Mayor of London, Ken Livingstone, launched the guide to ‘Asian London’ that officially represented everything that now stood for Bollywood—activities including fairs, the Andrew Lloyd Webber-produced musical Bombay Dreams, and Channel 4’s special open-air cricket screenings, as well as Asian food, clothes, and street markets—even as he lamented that ‘Visitors to London, and Londoners themselves, often do not know how to access the incredible range of Asian culture, shops, street markets and food that is on offer in our city.’ The ‘Asian London’ website listed the important Bollywood clubs (Bhangra Mix, Club Asia, Disco Divane @Bar Bollywood, Stoned Asia, Kuch Kuch Nights, and Azaad).

Abu Jani–Sandeep Khosla, who designed the Dimple home mock-up at Selfridges, proclaimed that their fantasies ‘have always been whacked out and over the top, perhaps due to our fascination with movies … Mughal-e-Azam or Pakeezah, for instance, have inspired a certain richness and opulence in our clothes’: something they displayed with their aggressive designer traditionalism in Bachchan’s costumes in Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham … and even more spectacularly in their costumes for Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s 2002 remake of the Barua and Bimal Roy classic Devdas, as they did in their much-publicized wedding trousseau for film star Tina Munim on her marriage to tycoon Anil Ambani, for which Ambani asked them to, in their words, ‘let our imagination run wild and create the most fabulous outfits we could design’.

By the mid-2000s, when Johar’s cinema came of age together with India’s new design industry, India’s designer-branded apparel or ‘pret’ business was worth over Rs 19,000 crore (US $43 billion at prevailing exchange rates). Johar’s true contemporaries were less filmmakers and more frontline designers who included, besides Jani–Khosla, Manish Malhotra, who was responsible, as one fashion blurb had it, ‘for re-inventing the Bollywood heroine’.


Afterword

In 2015, even as this book was being written, Anuraag Kashyap’s mega budget Bombay Velvet was released. A few years earlier, four filmmakers had come to make something of a collective statement about the clout they now possessed: Bollywood’s biggest name, Karan Johar, and the leading duo of the independent cinema, Kashyap and Dibakar Bannerjee. The fourth member was interesting: the only woman in the top league, Zoya Akhtar is the daughter of the Hindi film scenarist and lyricist Javed Akhtar, and had already made several films that presented a new future to the sector, with tell-all stories about the city’s rich and famous, set within the film industry itself, such as Luck By Chance (2009).

The four of them came to co-sign a film named Bombay Talkies which, ostensibly a celebration of the centenary of Indian film, was also an announcement of a new power coalition that many felt was even post-Bollywood in its possibilities. Impossible as recently as a decade ago—as far-fetched perhaps as, say, Steven Spielberg co-authoring a film with Quentin Tarantino—its very existence would bring together what had appeared until then deeply opposed forms of cinema.

Now Kashyap’s big, dark, noir musical would take this further, signalling a further marketing consolidation of the two Bollywoods. On the one hand, it was a tell-all story of crime, unions, corrupt tabloids, set in the rich and corrupt Bombay of the 1970s. On the other hand, the production scale, the emphasis on music, and perhaps most directly the casting of Karan Johar, making his acting debut, as one of the two villains, signalled the film’s intention to bring the two aspects of Bollywood together in a single film.

Bombay Velvet was one of the biggest financial disasters of early 21st-century Bollywood. Its failure has ‘set the clock back by years’, according to one respected film analyst. It may also have shown once again and at the same time, both the resilience of the Indian film industry, and the adage plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
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Publishing on various aspects of the Indian cinema has been a growth area in the past decade. Academic readers should look at M. Madhava Prasad’s landmark Ideology of the Hindi Film: A Historical Construction (Oxford University Press, 1998), Ravi Vasudevan’s The Melodramatic Public: Film Form and Spectatorship in Indian Cinema (Permanent Black/Palgrave-Macmillan, 2011), and Ranjani Majumdar’s Bombay Cinema: An Archive of the City (University of Minnesota Press, 2007). Most of India’s several cinemas now have texts dedicated to their histories and some introducing film studies perspectives to the regions: e.g. S. V. Srinivas’s Politics as Performance: A Social History of the Telugu Cinema (Permanent Black, 2013) on Telugu, Anand Pandian’s Reel World: An Anthropology of Creation (Duke University Press, 2015) on Tamil film, and the anthology Women in Malayalam Cinema: Naturalising Gender Hierarchies (ed. Meena T. Pillai, Orient Black Swan, 2010).
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