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			Introduction

		

		
			The Indian cinema industry is the largest producer of films in the world. India has overtaken Japan and the United States and generates an astonishing one thousand films a year. It has more than twenty-five languages, and Hindi is the national language. An average of 230 films are made in Hindi in the Mumbai-based Bollywood industry alone. While this is the largest industry in North India, it is not by any means representative of the south. The Tamil film industry rules the south, followed by Telegu films. These films also enjoy both large native and diasporic audiences. Indian cinema is the largest entertainment industry for Indian audiences. For viewers ranging from the illiterate to the privileged upper class, these films must cater to a large and diverse audience. In addition, there is the Indian diaspora audience—more than twenty million individuals, spread around the world—but concentrated largely in the United Kingdom, Europe, and North America. Cinema is the strongest link to the motherland, family values, nostalgia, and romance for these audiences, who have been crucial in moving Indian cinema to the center of global popular culture.

			Indian cinema was traditionally categorized as belonging to either the popular or art house genres. Popular mainstream cinema involves, as in the Hollywood tradition, star power, metropolitan narratives, and song and dance sequences. This cinema mostly hinges on archetypal characters and the brand of the lead star and largely offers a fantasized and simplified world. Popular regional films can be quite diverse and different from Hindi cinema. Indian cinema also encompasses a wide range of regional films all with their own regional industries such as Tollywood (Bengali cinema), Kollywood (Tamil cinema), Mollywood (Malayalam cinema), and so on.1 In recent years, film industries have also grown in languages such as Bhojpuri, which was not seen as a traditional film industry. The art house cinema movement can be traced back to the 1950s in West Bengal. It was inspired by the Italian neorealism movement and was led by Bengali filmmakers such as Satyajit Ray, Bimal Roy, and Mrinal Sen. These were marked by the rejection of studio and star systems and the use of real locations, nonactors, and small budgets. Mrinal Sen’s Bhuvan Shom, supported by state finance, officially marked the parallel cinema movement. This cinema worked within a realist aesthetic, often with rural narratives, and introduced a flourishing talent of directors, actors, and technicians trained by institutes of film and drama. 

			According to Gokulsing and Dissanayake,2 Bollywood cinema occupies an ambiguous space between the two, generating contradictory approaches and viewpoints. While scholars such as Dwyer3 see Bollywood as a depiction of the realities and aspirations of contemporary India, others condemn it for being superficial and trivial and as a promoter of uncritical pleasure associated with rampant consumerism.4 In her ethnography and interviews with young audiences on the internet, Christaine Brosius found that words like “tacky” and “superficial” were widely used to describe these films.5 Gokulsing and Dissanayake further argue that the most vocal opposition to Bollywood and its advocates has come from Indian art house film directors. This is understandable because, in terms of theme, style, technique, and intent, Bollywood stands in direct contrast to the ambitions of the parallel cinema of India. They contend that “the cinematic discourse of art films is shaped by the dictates of realism and psychological complexity, that of Bollywood is driven by specularity. Specularity refers to the ways in which filmmakers seek to enhance the visual appeal of their works, at times excessively so, by making use of a broad range of visual effects and circuits of desire associated with the consumer society.”6

			In this introduction, we chart the journey of Indian cinema from its early silent era to its contemporary forms. In so doing, we pay particular attention to issues around historiography, regionalism, genres and themes, and global markets; finally, we offer a word on the films that have been selected in this book.

			The Historical Beginnings

			The first fully indigenous Indian film made in the silent era was Raja Harischandra by Dadasaheb Phalke in May 1913. The film was based on the legend of Raja Harishchandra, recounted in the Indian epics Ramayana, and tells the story of an honest king who sacrifices his kingdom and family in order to uphold the truth and honor a promise he had made. Most silent films during this time were based on Indian mythology and historicals. Silent films were accompanied by live music, and men played women’s roles. By the 1920s, however, women started to work as actors in the industry. Films like Shiraz (an Indo-German coproduction) and Throw of the Dice were very popular and have now been digitally restored. These films were curated for festivals and presented with live music. Phalke’s films evoked stories from the epics and from god Krishna’s life. Mythologicals and historicals contributed to nationalism as the British did not interfere or censor unless content was overtly political. Audiences found a sense of India as the nationalist movement started to develop during the early twentieth century.7

			Talkies arrived in the 1930s, introducing changes like singing stars and adaptations of famous novels by Indian writers like Saratchandra (the Indian equivalent to Charles Dickens). The studio system was consolidated in this era, and the resulting three major studios became very influential: Prabhat Studios in Pune, Bombay Talkies, and New Theatres in Calcutta. Content shifted from mythologicals and historicals to contemporary social narratives, dealing with issues of caste, class, gender, and urban life. New Theatres made films on Bengali literature for a pan-Indian audience, presenting cinema as respectable and suitable for family audiences. The studio produced Devdas (adapted from Saratchandra’s novel) in Bengali and Hindi, and this became one of the most influential films of all time. Bombay Talkies made films like Achyut Kanya, which critiqued the caste system and hierarchy, while Prabhat Studios made mythologicals such as the very popular Ayodhyache Raja (The King of Ayodhya), as well as the first proto-feminist film, Amar Jyoti, in which a young woman turns against the state and becomes a pirate when she is denied access to her own son. 

			Postindependence, the 1950s is generally considered the golden era of Indian cinema. Raj Kapoor, the king entertainer, made films like Awaara about children’s rights, legitimacy, and the power of love. His films were loved across India and widely distributed in China, Russia, Afghanistan, and Turkey. In the same decade, Satyajit Ray made his Apu trilogy and pioneered the realist aesthetic fostered by Western cinema. His films brought global attention to Indian cinema. Similarly, filmmakers such as Bimal Roy extended the New Theatres style to Hindi cinema when he migrated to Bombay. His films Sujata and Bandini examined the woman’s role in modern India; Do Bigha Zameen received huge acclaim in Europe and showed the influence of Italian neorealism on Indian cinema. Guru Dutt, another famous filmmaker of the same time, explored the role of the artist as pure spirit in a corrupt society and created great cinema in Pyaasa and Kaagaz ke Phool. 

			The films produced during the 1950s were also characterized by star power and the introduction of several new actors who went on to become successful stars in their own right. Legendary male stars such as Dilip Kumar, Dev Anand, and Raj Kapoor made their screen debuts during this time as did female stars such as Nargis, Nutan, Waheeda Rehman, and Sharmila Tagore. 

			Regional Films

			The concept of regional cinema is vital to understanding the nature and significance of Indian cinema. Although films are made in two or three languages in many countries, the situation in India is unique. Mainstream Hindi film is the closest the country has to a “national cinema” because it addresses wide audiences within the boundaries of the nation and deliberately tailors itself to fill this role. Mainstream cinema plays down regional divides in an attempt to construct nationhood.

			Regional art films focus more on rural and small-town stories and local issues treated in a realist manner. Satyajit Ray largely pioneered the realistic aesthetics of Indian cinema inspired by Italian neorealism and the Film Society movement. His Apu trilogy in Bengali (Pather Panchali in 1955, Aparajito in 1956, Apur Sansar in 1959) squarely put Indian art house cinema on the global map. There was great interest in the West about Ray’s films, and they found distribution in the United States and England.

			Although one can discuss regional cinema in terms of its different languages, it is much more complicated than that. Early cinema was created both for regional audiences as well as for what was called the “All India” market.8 Hindi is understood by about 40 percent of the population, so it transcends the linguistic-geographical boundaries of other regional cinemas. The Tamil film industry has coined for itself the title of Kollywood, combining Hollywood and Kodambakkam, the latter being where the Tamil film industry is located. The Tamil film industry’s output surpasses the Hindi film industry (Bollywood) in terms of motion picture production. According to 2012 reports, the Tamil film industry, with a release of as many as 262 films, pushed Hindi films to the third position with 221 films; Telugu films occupied second place with 256 films.9 

			In addition, there is a constant crossover of filmmakers and stars. Bengali filmmakers such as Rituparno Ghosh, Aparna Sen, and, most recently, Srijit Mukherjee have also made films in other languages, most notably, in Hindi and English. Similarly, regional filmmakers such as Jahnu Barua have made both Assamese and Hindi films while Mani Ratnam has been making films for both South India as well as Hindi-speaking regions. The same is true of stars such as Sharmila Tagore, Bipasha Basu, Manisha Koirala, Nagma, Amitabh Bachchan, Raima Sen, and Rakhee Gulzar, who act in popular Hindi as well as regional films. Consequently, when discussing language-based regional cinemas of India, these complications need to be addressed. Satyajit Ray observes that “in a situation where much of Indian cinema is homogenized and moribund, regional films have given it an identity and a sense of purpose. They have also revealed the variety of peoples and cultures in India and their richly diverse languages, legends, stories, clothes, climate, music, and dance.”10

			Genres and Themes

			Mainstream cinema in the 1970s created two of the biggest stars in the Hindi film industry: Rajesh Khanna and Amitabh Bachchan. The biggest films were driven by powerful scripts and music with “multistarrers” (a film having an ensemble cast featuring many star performers) like Yaadon ki Baraat (1973), Sholay (1975), and Deewar (1975).11 

			The 1980s also gave Bollywood its first female superstar, Sridevi, who made her debut in the industry with Mr. India (1987), Chandni (1989), Chalbaaz (1989), Lamhey (1991), and Khuda Gawah (1992). In fact, there has been a long tradition of South Indian actresses achieving major stardom in Hindi cinema. The fact that Waheeda Rahman, Hema Malini, and Rekha were leading stars in Bollywood had much to do with their talent and training in classical dance and music. Rachel Dwyer writes in her introduction to 100 Bollywood Films: “there is no defined aesthetics of Hindi cinema but these films share noticeable features such as the use of melodrama and heightened emotion, specially around the family and engaging narrative, stars, a certain mis-en-scene, usually one of glamour, grandiloquent dialogues, and the all important songs.”12 

			A new kind of cinema emerged at the turn of the century pioneered by Ramgopal Varma’s Satya (1998), a story about a gangster and his friend set in a violent cityscape of drugs and gunfire. The Bombay underworld and its nexus with politics is revealed in Company and Sarkar. Inspired by the 1970s and 1980s realist films of Shyam Benegal and Govind Nihalani, these narratives were made with bigger budgets and often had star names involved. Private financing made it possible for filmmakers like Vishal Bharadwaj, Rajat Kapoor, and Anurag Kashyap to break out of studio constraints and experiment with different genres and styles. The audience supported this brand of real or independent cinema. The very diversity of Indian cinema is staggering. Increasingly, the ideal family is displaced by dysfunctional families (Kapoor and Sons, 2016), and feminism is redefined by films such as Queen (2014), in which a single girl travels to Europe to celebrate her honeymoon and Pink (2016), about the issue of right of consent and violence against women. Four narratives about women’s sexuality in Lipstick under My Burkha were considered so subversive that the film was banned in India in 2016. Neeraj Ghewan’s internationally acclaimed Masaan (2015) is a contemporary take on issues of caste and identity in the holy city of Benaras. These new films have been coined as “mindie”—a joining together of mainstream and independent cinematic aesthetics reaching out to a wider audience for both. Meenakshi Shedde, guest curator of “India on Film” for the British Film Institute, writes: “The tectonic plates of art and entertainment have converged, making for a growing middle ground of ‘mindie’ films—realistic films about people like us, but with songs. Liberated from convention, they tackle issues including caste, crime, homosexuality and the oppression of Muslim minorities.”13

			These characteristics identified by Shedde were also seen in psychological thrillers like Raman Raghav (based on a true story), and hard-hitting issues like sex and drug trafficking in Udta Punjab reflected the diverse subjects that crossed over from indie to mainstream cinema. The sports biopic has also proved a very popular genre with the Indian audience, and notable in this genre are films such as Bhag Milkha Bhag (2013, based on Olympic medalist Milkha Singh), as well as Dhoni, the Untold Story (2016) and Azhar (2016), which were both based on cricket stars. There have also been films on sportswomen such as Mary Kom (2014) and Dangal (2016). The upcoming biopic on cricket legend Sachin Tendulkar has already started to garner positive reviews.

			Just as Ashvin Devasundaram talks about the global cinema meta-hegemony of Hollywood dominating the global film market, Bollywood exerts its own internal hegemony over other regional cinemas in India. We can now talk of a globalized aesthetics of universal world cinema in terms of form and style, which is firmly rooted in local content. Devasundaram argues that it is possible to spot in the indies a fissiparous pan-global assortment of filmmaking styles, codes, tropes, and grammar. These range in influence from Jean Luc Godard, Satyajit Ray, Takashi Miike, Wong-kar-Wai, Gaspar Noel, and Mohsin Makhmalbaf to Alfred Hitchcock. However, the beating heart of these films pumps with themes and issues that are unequivocally Indian.14 

			In the 1990s, Indian cinema went global, with recognizable markets in the United Kingdom, Europe, and North America. The large Indian diaspora community offered a significant source of revenue for Indian films. This phase was marked by the popularity of Shah Rukh Khan and the Yash Chopra brand of films such as Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (Winner Takes the Bride). Art house films circulated through festival circuits, while the commercial films with star presence were distributed through multiplexes in the metros. 

			In the new millennium, there have been some interesting changes. Art house realism offered in mainstream language and films like Ramgopal Varma’s Satya have achieved unprecedented success. Hard-hitting films about political corruption, the mafia, and gangster wars have started to become mainstream narratives, and the monopoly of song and dance romance has been wearing out. Independent financing allowed production of films like Vishal Bharadwaj’s Maqbool and Anurag Kashyap’s Black Friday. Kashyap spearheaded the change in Hindi films where art house cinema language gradually pushed frontiers, and the borders between entertainment and realism became increasingly blurred. Bharadwaj’s trilogy of Shakespeare adaptations Maqbool (adaptation of Macbeth), Omkara (adaptation of Othello), and Hyder (adaptation of Hamlet) were critically acclaimed and successful with the domestic audience as well as the overseas market. 

			Small-town narratives are also enjoying popularity with younger audiences, particularly comedy dramas about entrepreneurship (e.g., Band Baaja Baraat). Upper-class urban narratives have remained the forte of Karan Johar, Zoya Akhtar, and Farhan Akhtar. Farhan Akhtar’s Dil Chahta Hai, about three friends reuniting and resolving past issues, was a game changer, and films like Rock On and Rock On 2 from the same production house work on similar story lines. Zoya Akhtar’s Zindagi Na Milegi Dubara also uses the same template of three friends and a journey set in Spain, but the film also offers interesting perspectives on gender issues and changing female roles in society. The popularity of Zindagi Na Milegi Dubara led to Spain becoming a popular tourist destination with upper-class Indian audiences; Akhtar’s next film, Dil Dhadakne Do, boosted demand for international cruise holidays due to its depiction of cruises as aspirational luxury. The content of films made over the last decade has rapidly evolved to include more diverse treatments of gender and sexuality. Women’s roles are far more liberated as in Queen, English Vinglish, Lipstick under My Burkha, and Parched. Queen and Parched offer road movie genres with a woman protagonist opening new vistas beyond marriage and motherhood. 

			In recent years, Indian cinema has also explored issues of sexuality, a topic previously considered taboo. Bollywood’s preoccupation with dosti (friendship between two men and sometimes women)—in such films as Razia Sultana (1983) and Sholay, Embers (1975), as well as the more recent Student of the Year (2012), celebrating intense same-sex love between two friends—can be read as homoerotic texts. Riyadh Wadia’s Bomgay (1996), a short, twelve-minute film, has the distinction of being considered India’s first gay film. Similarly, Sridhar Rangayan’s Pink Mirror (2003) is called India’s first kothi film. Although gay themes and queer characters are relatively underrepresented in Hindi film, the rendering of queer themes is neither wholly unrecorded, nor is it a contemporary development. Cinema in India has repeatedly addressed queer representations through stereotyped depictions, such as the ambiguously gendered side characters in Raja Hindustani (King India, 1996), or the drag performances of Amitabh Bachchan in Laawaaris (Orphan, 1981) whose function appeared to be limited to the provision of comic relief. Alternatively, a modest number of commercial films presenting queer narratives that emphasize the disconsolate or the tragic also exist. My Brother . . . Nikhil (2005) and I Am (2010)—both of which take HIV and gay bashing/blackmailing (in the latter) as their major themes—are perhaps the most well-known examples of this genre. Another landmark film was Deepa Mehta’s Fire, which truly opened the closets in India’s cinematic imagination. Regional films, too, were pushing the boundaries of sexuality, with films being made in Malayalam such as Sancharam (The Journey, 2004) and Bengali films such as Arekti Premer Golpo (Just Another Love Story, 2010) and Chitrangada (2012) by Rituparno Ghosh.15

			Contemporary Indian cinema is at a very interesting juncture, as there has never been more range and diversity in terms of content and talent in the industry. On the one hand, while historical romances and regional films such as Bahubali 2 (released in several languages) are raking in $1 million on opening day, on the other end of the spectrum, small independent films like Masaan not only win accolades at Cannes but also reach a large audience through multiplex chains. 

			Global Markets

			Gokulsing and Dissanayake famously declared that Indian cinema has moved from the periphery of world cinema to its very center.16 Indian cinema has indeed broken into the world circuit and, within a short period of time, has established a considerable presence within transnational filmgoing audiences.

			Indian cinema has been nominated for and has won various awards at important film festivals and award ceremonies around the world: films such as Mother India, Salaam Bombay, and Lagaan have been nominated for Oscars; filmmaker Satyajit Ray was honored with an honorary Oscar award in 1992; Danny Boyle’s Oscar-winning Slumdog Millionaire featured a large number of Indian talent and crew; lyricist Gulzar and composer A. R. Rahman both received Academy Awards for music; and the recent release Lion (2017) also features significant Indian talent and production crew. This expansion and recognition has not just been confined to big studio films—small independent films such as The Lunchbox, which won a critics’ award in Cannes, have become international hits. In 2015, Masaan won Un Certain Regard at Cannes and the FIPRESCI award, becoming one of the most acclaimed projects from this genre of new cinema. 

			The United States has dedicated film festivals around Indian cinema or South Asian cinema—namely, the New York Indian Film Festival, the Indian Film Festival Los Angeles, Miami Indian Film Festival, and several city-based festivals in Washington, DC, New Jersey, Houston, and San Francisco. The London Indian Film Festival has rapidly become the largest Indian film festival in Europe. The Indian Film Federation awards are held around the world. 

			Indian film stars are also making their presence felt within international projects. Since the 1980s, actors such as Om Puri and Shabana Azmi have starred in international projects in Britain, while contemporary stars such as Priyanka Chopra and Deepika Padukone have been featured in hit American TV series, and Mallika Sherawat has starred in two Chinese films. Other actors have also received international exposure, such as Sonam Kapoor, who was featured in Coldplay’s music video for the song “Hymn for the Weekend.” At the same time, international actors have also been acting in Indian films. Hollywood star Bo Derek made an appearance in Kaizad Gustad’s Boom (2005), while Sylvester Stallone was featured in a big budget Nadiadwala production—Kambakht Ishq (Damned Love, 2009). Pakistani actors have also been cast in Bollywood films to attract a larger subcontinental audience, with Fawad Khan and Ali Zafar being the two most well known. 

			Indian films have become a global brand. Derek Bose writes, 

			If you walk down the streets of Amsterdam or are sitting in a pub at Sydney, you will hear Hindi film songs played on jukeboxes that you might not have known of till then. The films will have come and gone without your knowledge. Little wonder, many foreigners appear more knowledgeable about Bollywood cinema than most of us in India, all thanks to media convergence.17

			Technology has played an important role in this global circulation of Indian cinema. In 2017, Ekta Kapoor launched her online portal and mobile application AltBalaji, where audiences can now watch popular films and television shows produced by the production company Balaji, as well as new “web only” series, which have been launched for the global audience for a modest subscription charge. Giant streaming services like Amazon Prime and Netflix have also offered Indian film content for many years. Netflix has also expanded to the Indian market with a specific India platform. 

			The Selection

			The films in this volume have been chosen for a wide variety of reasons. These are by no means the 100 “best films” in India.18 In fact, readers will find that we have tried to create a balance between both commercial/popular films and art house/parallel cinema with a wide variety of regional films. Some of these have been box office successes while others have been commercial failures; some have been critically acclaimed while others have been panned. Many of these films will be recognizable to readers while others might be lesser known. All of these films share a common thread, however—they are all significant, whether in narrative structure, experimentation, launch of a star career, or score. It would be difficult to claim objectivity in this list; rather, we will claim a sense of partial objectivity. We watched these films over a two-year period. While some were easily available, others required visiting multiple archives. We also interviewed key filmmakers, production teams, and actors when making these selections. In constructing this volume, we were mindful to include key regions and languages, as well as key stars, filmmakers, and films. Occasionally, we have had to make a choice between two similar films. For example, while Satyajit Ray’s entire Apu trilogy is considered a world film classic, we have only chosen two of these films for discussion. You may find some films that you like and few you dislike. We hope that these entries might pique your interest and prompt you to watch the films. 
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			ALIGARH (2016)

			Director: Hansal Mehta

			Story/Screenplay: Apurva Asrani

			Producers: Sunil Lulla, Sandeep Singh, Shailesh R. Singh

			Cinematography: Satya Rai Nagpaul

			Editing: Apurva Asrani 

			Music: Kunal Kulkarni

			Cast: Manoj Bajpayee, Rajkummar Rao, Ashish Vidyarthi

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Events around the world increasingly expose the construction of the “other” and the politics of exclusion, whether through nationality, religion, or gender. Such events also underline social mind-sets about the normative and the acceptable. Countering this worldview is an urgent call for inclusiveness and tolerance, for human rights and dignity to be shared by people of the world. If this is the big picture, on a microcosmic scale we see the debate played out in Hansal Mehta’s film Aligarh. 

			In the wake of nationwide student unrest and demonstrations, where democracy is questioned and censured, a small film arrives. Here is the power of making the local global. In a small university town, middle-aged professor Ramchandra Siras (Manoj Bajpayee) is forced to quit his job after his sexuality is exposed. Young journalist Deepu Sebastian (Rajkummar Rao) from Delhi meets with him to find out more about his story. The narrative follows the true story of Dr. Shrinivas Ramchandra Siras from Aligarh Muslim University who lost his job on the grounds of immorality.

			Bajpayee’s Dr. Siras lives as a bachelor in the university quarters. Following a television show’s sting operation, he is found in his bedroom with a young rickshaw driver. University authorities witness his humiliation, and the next day he is suspended from his job. Soon after, he is persuaded to vacate his apartment and rent elsewhere. Persuaded by the young journalist as well as supporters from Delhi, Siras challenges the university in a court case. Despite having an empathetic lawyer, Siras is further shamed in court with the prosecutor’s questions and a video uploaded on social media. Professor Siras wins the case but commits suicide the day before he is due to return to his job. 

			Based on true events, Professor Siras’s story is reconstructed through a series of meetings with journalist Deepu Sebastian. He is an affectionate teacher and a sensitive poet who, when asked if he is gay, counters how his emotions can be defined in a three-letter word. Bajpayee’s Siras is tender, complex, and deeply layered; subtly nuanced like his poetry; credible; and entirely humane. Disheveled and crumpled, clutching his bag and papers, vulnerable Siras seeks human touch and warmth, painfully clinging to the last vestiges of dignity life can offer. His social ostracization, his fear and paranoia, and his bewilderment and bemusement engage and involve the viewer. In his shabby apartment or in the gloom outside, his eyes shine in the shadows as he speaks of the poetry of emotions and his sharp and uncontrollable desire. As poetry is to be found in the gaps and silences between words, Bajpayee’s Siras is constructed from unsaid words, subtle gestures, and unrewarded feelings. 

			Aligarh captures the reality of the small-town world in great detail and the claustrophobia of a man whose life is different. This is a fresh narrative about an older gay academic who is isolated without the bravura or solidarity of urban collectives. When Bajpayee’s Siras is invited to a gay get-together, he shies away from conversation and the showy dance performance. Persuaded to sing, he presents a Marathi song, bashfully stopping halfway through.

			Director Hansal Mehta has been on a roll with socially relevant films since his national-award-winning Shahid (2013). Committed to telling real-life stories, he was driven to make Aligarh after he was sent the real-life case of Professor Siras. “I didn’t find the subject, the story found me. The writer’s mail about this story was lying in my junk mail.” Writer-editor Apurva Asrani had a personal stake in the project as it served as his coming-out script. Rajkummar Rao, in a role seemingly written for him, is a very credible young journalist who brings an urbane and even humorous touch to the film. His other associations with Mehta have been through Shahid (2013) and Citylights (2014). 

			But Aligarh belongs to Manoj Bajpayee, who owns his character, bringing to life the 64-year-old professor betrayed by his colleagues, hounded by neighbors, and facing a loveless life of solitude. An actor of tremendous ability and range (contrasted to the brutally memorable Gangs of Wasseypur, 2012) his understated performance is a study in eloquence, as enduring as poetry. Bajpayee emotes every shifting feeling in Siras’s head. His hesitant and measured body language is a master class in acting, and the unlikely bonding between the journalist and the elderly professor leads to such warm scenes as drinking in Siras’s room while listening to music, or the two of them dining in the hotel canteen or boating on the river with the vast expanse of sky and water behind them. 

			The film reconstructs the sting operation as a slow unfolding of events at key points in the narrative. It is a brutal scene in which the professor and his young rickshaw-driver partner are beaten, stripped, and humiliated. While the urgent question of right to privacy is raised, the film is much more about Siras the man, his little world, his music and poetry, and his immense loneliness and alienation. Soon after this public humiliation, Siras retreats to his room to play a Lata Mangeshkar song on his old player and sip from his glass of whisky. The camera holds as this consummate actor deploys every quivering muscle, every misty-eyed glance to retreat to an inner world transported by his favorite music. 

			Later, in a busy courtroom as the lawyers quibble furiously, Bajpayee’s Siras disconnects—dozing off or opening his poetry book to translate his verse in English.          
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					Manoj Bajpayee in Aligarh (2015).

					Source: Eros International / Photofest © Eros International.

				

			

			O beloved moon 

			Fear not the dawn that separates us

			We will meet again when the world sleeps.

			Poignant images continue to haunt: Siras in an empty hotel room while lights glitter outside, his walking home with a basket of groceries, his rejection and then slow acceptance of Deepu (Rajkummar Rao) leading to the boat ride in Allahabad, his confession about the marriage that didn’t work, his hesitant selfie, and his endearing shyness when called “handsome.” Cinematographer Satya Nagpaul offers an incredible palette of gritty real and poetic distance. Mehta, who was sure that the film was more poetic than political, selected Nagpaul after watching his work in Andhe Ghore Da Daan (2011).

			Mehta’s career has evolved a long way from his early producer days of a popular food show for television. He also has been lucky finding distributors for his films. Aligarh is distributed by Eros International, a welcome initiative by a traditionally mainstream Bollywood distribution company. Things have moved forward from the struggle of making Onir’s I Am (2011) and the closeting of Rituparno Ghosh’s early films (Unishey April, 1994; Dahan, 1997; Ashukh, 1999). 

			Mehta’s success with Aligarh continued; the film received a standing ovation at Pusan Film Festival, great audience feedback at London Film Festival, and opened the MAMI Mumbai Film Festival. As a filmmaker, he takes his medium seriously and believes “Indian audiences have always been evolved. If they are given real stories they will accept them. I was driven to make this film and tell this story. So I make real films and use straightforward storytelling techniques which engage the audience.”1

			Although Section 377 of the Indian penal code had been decriminalized in 2009 (the time of the real-life incident at Aligarh University) a ruling of the Supreme Court criminalized homosexuality again in December 2013. Although officially same-sex preferences are still punishable by law, gay rights are today a global human rights issue. Siras’s story needed to be told, heard, and accepted. It breaks many social myths and preconceptions and pleads for normalcy and acceptance. It is undoubtedly the most sensitive gay film, portraying the politics of identity and the heart-wrenching cruelty of intolerance. Aligarh is a metaphor for the struggle of minority identity. It is above all a human document about the right to be different and to live with dignity. 

			The buildup to Hansal Mehta’s Aligarh was sustained. The controversy concerning an “Adult” certificate for the trailer led to discussions in print and on television. That discourse entered people’s living rooms and stayed there. Aligarh has had a comparatively small release in metros and a few larger towns, and the viewers are engaged to an extent where they are expressing their views on social media. Aligarh does hold a mirror to society, to its cruel intolerance, to its brutal aggression, and to the violent language of the court scene.

			In the wake of tumultuous events in leading universities demanding human rights and freedom of action, we witness the battle between individual and institution. Within that discourse arrives Aligarh, a moving elegy of Professor Siras, who was exposed as homosexual and dismissed from his university job. The raging lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender debate makes Siras an icon, and another debate stirs concerning the right to privacy laws; however, such debates could only constrict the reach of the film, which essentially is a touching human story told with great empathy and honesty. 

			Twenty years ago, a small film called Fire (1996) was released in India. Saffron winds were blowing, and the theaters in Delhi were vandalized by the women’s brigade of the Rashtra Sevika Samiti. Today Aligarh cannot be exhibited in Aligarh, or other towns. The same moral policing does not allow exhibitors to show the film. Yet Hansal Mehta recently received a message from a student at Aligarh Muslim University who plans to hold a free screening in one of the town theaters. At a time of foment and change, a film or a book grows beyond its dimensions; that is how cultural texts are made, and so it is true of Aligarh. Screen International Review describes the film as “a subtle and sensitive take on a controversial real-life court case involving the victimization of a gay college professor. . . . Aligarh underscores the growing strength and diversity of Indian independent cinema.”2

			Further Reading

			Dasgupta, Rohit K. Digital Queer Cultures in India: Politics, Intimacies and Belonging. London: Routledge, 2017. 

			———. “The Visual Representation of Queer Bollywood: Mistaken Identities and Misreadings in Dostana.” JAWS: Journal of Arts Writing 1, no. 1 (2015): 91–101.

			Datta, Sangeeta. “Aligarh Review.” UK Asian, October 14, 2015.

			———. Interview with Hansal Mehta, October 14, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sK6WGreNhc.

			Halligan, Fionnuala. “Aligarh Review.” Screen International Review, October 21, 2015.

			AMAR AKBAR ANTHONY (1977)

			Director: Manmohan Desai

			Story/Screenplay: Kader Khan (dialogue); Prayag Raj, K. K. Shukla (scenario)

			Producer: Manmohan Desai

			Cinematography: Peter Pereira

			Editing: Kamlakar Karkhanis

			Music: Laxmikant-Pyarelal, Anand Bakshi

			Cast: Amitabh Bachchan, Vinod Khanna, Rishi Kapoor, Nirupa Roy, Neetu Singh, Parveen Babi, Shabana Azmi, Pran

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 175 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (BEI)

			Amar Akbar Anthony is an action comedy produced and directed by Manmohan Desai. Based on the classic “lost and found” trope very popular in the 1970s, the movie narrates the story of three brothers separated in childhood who are finally united with their family decades later.

			Notorious mafioso Robert (Jeevan) forces chauffeur Kishanlal (Pran) to take the blame in a hit-and-run accident. Back from prison, Kishanlal finds his wife terminally ill and his three sons starving. When he seeks help from Robert, he is humiliated and thrown out. Kishanlal escapes in a car carrying gold bullion only to find his wife’s suicide note. He leaves his children under a statue in a park as he runs from Robert’s goons. By the time Kishanlal returns to the park, the three children have disappeared. This loss of family is quite customary to the narrative style. 

			The three boys are raised in different religions. Amar is rescued by a Hindu policeman, Raju (now Akbar) is adopted by a Muslim tailor, and a Catholic priest finds the middle son asleep on the church steps and adopts him as Anthony. After a lengthy prequel, the narrative jumps twenty years to the present with Amar (Vinod Khanna) as a policeman, Akbar (Rishi Kapoor) as a romantic Qawali singer, and Anthony (Amitabh Bachchan) a small-time wheeler-dealer who donates half his earnings to charity. The three meet in a situation of classic dramatic irony, as they donate blood for an accident victim, the blind flower seller Bharati (Nirupa Roy), who is actually their somewhat-recovered but blinded biological mother. Meanwhile, Robert has set up a crime gang and forces Kishanlal to work on the docks. Kishanlal’s niece Jenny (Parveen Babi) arrives from Europe, but Robert prevents Kishanlal from meeting her. 

			The three brothers follow their love lives; Anthony falls in love with Jenny after meeting her at church. Amar rescues small-time crook Lakshmi (Shabana Azmi) and saves her from her abusive family. Akbar woos the local doctor Selma Ali (Neetu Singh) while Selma’s father fumes. During Diwali (festival of lights), while Akbar sings for Saint Saibaba, Bharati regains her sight in an apparent miracle and unites with her youngest son Raju (now Akbar).

			The plot thickens as Kishanlal is betrayed by one of his bodyguards, Zubesco, who kidnaps Jenny. In a mad flurry of kidnappings and sibling reunions, the climax is reached when the three love interests must be rescued from Robert’s mansion. The three brothers enter disguised as a tailor, a one-man band, and a Catholic priest. The spectacular song “Amar Akbar Anthony” furthers the narrative, followed by the predictable scuffle with the baddies until the police arrive to sort matters out. The film ends with the siblings uniting with their father and driving off with their lady loves to the celebratory notes of the theme song. 

			The film was inspired by Pakistani Diamond Jubilee film Talash, released in 1976. Prayag Raj wrote the script and Kader Khan wrote the memorable dialogues, which were mimicked by the Indian public for years to come. The film was about religious tolerance with the three brothers raised in seemingly contradictory faiths of Hindu, Muslim, and Christian. The obvious trope of family as nation is played out as a huge entertainment with a multi-star cast led by Amitabh Bachchan. 

			A delightful nationalist allegory captured the hearts of the Indian public when the father loses his three sons at the feet of Gandhiji’s statue. The three brothers are raised in different faiths, but they finally unite with their mother and then save the women they love. Jyotika Virdi writes of the three brothers, 

			one grows up to be Anthony Gonsalves (Amitabh Bachchan), a Goan Christian, Amar Khanna (Vinod Khanna), a Hindu police officer, while the youngest is raised as Akbar Illahabadi, a Qawali singer. Their reunion in the end completes the nationalist allegory.3

			Manmohan Desai, considered one of the top directors of popular cinema, had his pulse on public taste and showed a remarkable ability to weave in social issues with formulaic public entertainment. At a time when top stars worked multiple shifts in the industry, Desai carefully planned production in such a way that the lead stars all came together only for the title song.       
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					Amar Akbar Anthony (1977).

					Source: Manmohan Films / Photofest © Manmohan Films.

				

			

			In one scene, Anthony (Amitabh Bachchan) pops out of a giant Easter egg in a top hat and tails. He speaks the line of pompous rhetoric, “you are a sophisticated rhetorician intoxicated by the exuberance of your own verbosity,” echoing Disraeli’s famous speech to Gladstone. This veiled political barb was then replicated by film fans until it became part of national rhetoric. Anthony was named after the famed music arranger Anthony Gonsalves in Bombay whose pupils included R. D. Burman and Laxmikant Pyarelal, the composing duo of the film. 

			The euphoric response to this film and its music marked the post-Emergency spirit of joy and liberation. The music was published by Polydor on a pink disc. The posters and music products (sold with free gifts) adorned shop fronts in small towns and cities. Bachchan’s colored vests became the vogue in street fashion of that time. The songs cleverly designed with appeal to different communities (the Bhajan for the Hindu, the Qawali for the Muslim viewer, and the Antony entry song based on Goan music) were as big as the stars themselves. Film merchandising strategy was first evident with this movie as stationery imprinted with the stars’ faces sold in huge numbers to school and college students.

			The film, held back during Emergency, was released in 1977 along with three other pictures by producer-director Desai. It became the biggest blockbuster of the year and won the Filmfare Award for Best Director, Best Lyrics (“Parda hai parda”), and Best Singer (“Parda hai parda” sung by Mohammed Rafi). 

			The theme of separation and lost siblings is a popular trope in Hindi cinema, and it reached its greatest heights in the 1970s as the market scope of multi-star casting and growing budgets. Nasir Hussain’s Yaadon ki Baraat (1973) is another such example of three brothers lost and found, the story strung through with popular songs with lives of their own. It also had a lasting impact on pop culture with its catchy songs, one-liners, and the delightfully comic role of Amitabh Bachchan. 

			The theme of religious tolerance played through comedy, romance, and song as spectacle still stands as a landmark in the Bollywood film industry. Each time the nation faces communal strife, this is the film in popular culture that is drawn out and referenced as the proverbial rabbit from a hat. The extended life of such classics on satellite TV channels makes the film accessible to younger and new viewers. If the nation is repeatedly constructed through films—from Mother India (1957) to Gangs of Wasseypur (2012)—Amar Akbar Anthony holds its place in popular culture with its strong message of secularism and unity in diversity. 

			Further Reading

			Raghavendra, M. K. 50 Indian Film Classics. New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2009.

			Virdi, Jyotika. The Cinematic Imagination: Indian Popular Films as Social History. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003.

			AMAR PREM / IMMORTAL LOVE (1972)

			Director: Shakti Samanta

			Story: Bibhuti Bhushan Banerji

			Screenplay: Aravinda Mukherji

			Producer: Shakti Samanta

			Cinematography: Aloke Dasgupta

			Editing: Govind Dalwadi

			Music: R. D. Burman

			Cast: Rajesh Khanna (Anand Babu), Sharmila Tagore (Pushpa), Vinod Mehra (Nandu)

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 152 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Rajshri)

			Adapted from a popular Bengali short story by Bibhuti Bhushan Banerji and inspired by the Bengali film Nishipadma (1970), Amar Prem (Immortal Love) is a stand-out 1970s classic that mirrored the time that generated it. 

			Set in the city of Calcutta, the film is a rather unusual love story. Anand Babu (Rajesh Khanna) is a Bengali industrialist who is cynical and sad about his wife’s social ambitions and infidelities. When his friend coaxes him to the red-light district, he is about to leave in disgust when a song floating out of the upper quarters arrests him. Hypnotized by the pure voice, he finds it belongs to the beautiful young girl Pushpa (Sharmila Tagore), who has been sold into the flesh trade by her scheming uncle. A relationship develops between Anand and Pushpa, who regales her exclusive patron with her songs every night. It is customary that Anand arrives with a bag of kachori (a savory snack) in his hand. 

			Pushpa discovers a neighbor from her old village, but the stigma of her profession keeps her away from the respectable quarters. She is sad, and Anand consoles her with a song of his own, “Kuch to log kahengey”—“People will talk, that is what they will do, let’s not waste the night on these thoughts.” Pushpa develops a close maternal relationship with the neighbor’s son, Nandu, and she is distraught when they leave the neighborhood. Unable to take people’s taunts any longer, Pushpa forbids Anand to return to her. 

			Many years later, the now grown-up Nandu (Vinod Mehra) discovers an aged Pushpa at a men’s hostel where she is working as domestic help. It is Anand Babu who brings Nandu to Pushpa, and they unite in a tear-jerking scene. As the goddess Durga arrives in the city for the big festival, Nandu takes his “mother” home in a rickshaw. 

			A wonderful variation on the Dickensian “prostitute with a golden heart” template, Amar Prem was a runaway success with Indian audiences. The combination of a strong story with classical songs and lyrics supported the two pivotal performances of Tagore and Khanna. Playing characters with a wide age arch, both actors delivered the best performances of their careers. With the phenomenal success of Aradhana (1969), director Shakti Samanta had created this new hit pairing and once again harnessed the chemistry of his lead cast. At a conference for the Indian Board of Film Certification, director Shakti Samanta commented on the 1970s lead romantic pairing of Khanna and Tagore and how they were capable of driving more mature love stories, as compared to the trope of boy-meets-girl popular formulaic films of the 1960s.

			Director Shakti Samanta also worked on the prevalent Bengali sensibility of literary narratives, melodrama, good music, and stellar performances. Writer Banderji’s stories had previously been adapted by Satyajit Ray as Pather Panchali (1955) and Aparajito (1957). Set in the city of Calcutta—yet shot entirely on the sets of Natraj Studios in Bombay—the picture created such permanent moments of reference as the boat on the river with Khanna singing “Chingari” while flanked by the monumental Howrah Bridge. (Any plans to actually shoot on the Ganges under the Howrah Bridge were abandoned because of the phenomenal fanhood of Rajesh Khanna and the near-riot situations created every time the superstar made a public appearance.) 

			The film consolidated the working group of actor Khanna, singer Kishore Kumar, and composer R. D. Burman, who collectively went on to deliver dozens of hit films pegged on great music alone. Khanna was known in the industry for his romantic persona and his lip-synching ability for songs, and Kishore Kumar matched his voice, becoming an alter ego to the star for decades. R. D. Burman, known earlier as a writer of Western-style music, famously retired for twelve hours into his studio every day to write the music for this film. He came up with his career-best compositions. Three songs for Kishore Kumar and hits the previous year in Samanta’s Kati Patang (with Khanna, R. D. Burman, and Kishore Kumar, 1970) captured the public imagination to such a dramatic scale that Kishore displaced Mohammad Rafi, the reigning singer of past decades. 

			The film won several popular awards including the Filmfare Award for Best Screenplay (Aravinda Mukherji) and Best Dialogue (Ramesh Pant). Rajesh Khanna was nominated in the best actor category as well as for Dushman (1971). Actress Sharmila Tagore during the London Indian Film Festival comments on the significance of her role, “The story was a literary adaptation from one of Bengal’s best writers. It was a challenge to explore deeper layers in the character of Pushpa, to find the truth of her pure heart and her motherhood instincts which finally grows more meaningful than her love life.”4 Tagore later played a far grittier prostitute in Gulzar’s Mausam (1975) for which she won the National Award.

			Rajesh Khanna further consolidated his reigning position with the success of this film. The film celebrated its golden jubilee (running fifty weeks in single theaters) across the nation but was exceptionally popular in Bengal. Khanna was on a spectacular ride delivering golden jubilee hits at a stretch for sixteen films. The Bombay industry has not witnessed this scale of stardom before or after him. Fascinated by the story, in an interview for the Times of India, Khanna confessed to watching the Bengali version Nishipadma several times:

			I tried to capture the regional nuances and sartorial aspects of the character played by matinee idol Uttam Kumar. This was a well-loved character in Bengali literature and film and I had to recreate him for a pan-Indian audience.5

			Through the 1960s, Shakti Samanta delivered such entertainers as China Town (1962), Kashmir ki Kali (1964), and An Evening in Paris (1967). However, he turned to literary sources for emotional dramas with Aradhana (1969) and Kati Patang (1971).

			Further Reading

			Chintamani, Gautam. Dark Star: The Loneliness of Being Rajesh Khanna. Noida, Uttar Pradesh: HarperCollins, 2014.

			Datta, Sangeeta. Interview with Rajesh Khanna. Times of India, December 29, 1995.

			———. Interview with Sharmila Tagore. London Film Festival, July 14, 2016.

			Usman, Yasser. Rajesh Khanna: The Untold Story of India’s First Superstar. Haryana, India: Penguin, 2014.

			ANAND / HAPPINESS (1971)

			Director: Hrishikesh Mukherjee 

			Story/Screenplay: Bimal Dutta, Gulzar, Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Biren Tripathy

			Producers: Hrishikesh Mukherjee, N.C. Sippy

			Cinematography: Jaywant Pathare 

			Editing: Hrishikesh Mukherjee 

			Music: Salil Chowdhury

			Cast: Rajesh Khanna, Amitabh Bachchan, Sumita Sanyal, Lalita Pawar (Matron), Johnny Walker (Isa Bhai)

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 123 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Anand (Happiness) is an Indian drama directed by Hrishikesh Mukherjee. Mukherjee started his career as an editor with Bimal Roy Productions, helmed middle-cinema fare dealing largely with family stories and interpersonal relationships, and questioned many staid assumptions through lighthearted comedy. Anand is the best remembered of his films, one in which he deals with a terminally ill cancer patient and his attitude toward life. 

			The character of Anand Saigal was played by the rising star of the 1970s, Rajesh Khanna, who then went on to become the phenomenally successful superstar of the decade, with 16 silver jubilee (25-week-run) films in a row. Just off the blockbuster romantic melodrama Aradhana (1969) and directed by Shakti Samanta, Rajesh Khanna—with his theater background—opted to do this role as he wanted to explore other territories and had great respect for Bengali writers and directors. 

			Cast with him was the struggling newcomer Amitabh Bachchan, who later dethroned Khanna himself and became the ruling star of Bollywood for many decades. Bachchan plays Dr. Bhaskar Banerjee, a young oncologist who struggles with the poverty and indifference he sees around him. Bitter, pessimistic, and shy, the introvert meets Anand Saigal at his friend’s place one day. Anand is noisy, gregarious, and funny—and this bothers Bhaskar, who knows about Anand’s being in the final stages of lymphocarcoma. Starting with a conflict, Anand tells Bhaskar quickly, “You are angry with yourself because my illness can’t be treated.” Anand thus makes it his mission to transform Bhaskar and moves in with him. He discovers Bhaskar’s love of poetry and brings him closer to Renu (Sumita Sanyal), his lady love for whom the reticent doctor has not been able to express his feelings. 

			Anand forges strong bonds with the people he meets and creates his own family: the nurse in hospital whom he calls “Mummy” (Leela Chitnis), the stage actor (Johnny Walker) from whom he learns a flourishing speech about death, and the wrestler (Dara Singh), whose strength he admires. These strangers come together to pray for Anand as his condition eventually deteriorates. A memorable scene with the use of an old-fashioned spooled record player offers a pivotal moment in which Anand records those dramatic lines that he had learned about death. In a brilliantly taut script, this scene is linked to the last death scene when Bhaskar returns to see his friend dead as the tape recorder eerily plays out his recitation of the poem “Death You Are the Promise of a Poem Which I Have Received.”

			Bhaskar writes a book on Anand, which becomes a bestseller; the film actually begins with this book launch. Narrated in flashback, the film is embellished with nuanced performances by the cast and anchored firmly with Khanna, who breathes the role of a man hiding his fears and making others love life. 

			Hrishikesh Mukherjee wrote this script when his friend, actor-director Raj Kapoor, was ill and feared to have cancer. The boisterous persona of Anand, his humor, and his address of Babumoshai (to the Bengali director) were used to mold the screen persona. The role was offered to Raj Kapoor as well as his brother, actor Shashi Kapoor, and then taken up by Khanna at a time when he was on a meteoric rise. Khanna’s phenomenal popularity remained unmatched in the history of Indian cinema conceded even by Bachchan. The film persona of Anand became one of the most loved characters of Hindi cinema, like Raj Kapoor’s Raj in Awaara (1951) and Bachchan’s Vijay in Deewar (1975). 

			In the pre-digital days—when the audience would memorize dialogue—the dialogue of Anand created many popular phrases that became part of eternal Bollywood jargon. Khanna’s characteristic inflection of “Ey babumoshai” (“Hey Bengali Mister”) and “zindagi bari honi chahiye lambi nahi” (“life must be big, not long”) became a life-mantra for 1970s youth. The record of the film’s dialogues were played on loudspeakers across cities and small towns, and the popular phrases are quoted even today.

			This film is a unique example of the relation between Bengali sensibility in Hindi cinema, offered at a time when Bimal Roy, Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Basu Chatterjee, and Basu Bhattacharya hugely influenced the cinemagoer’s taste, as did Guru Dutt and Gulzar, the filmmakers themselves, strongly influenced by Bengali culture. 

			Mukherjee used the softer voice of Mukesh for the songs as well as Manna Dey’s, ruling out Kishore Kumar whose songs for Khanna in Aradhana had been chartbusters. Salil Chowdhury was the music composer, and lyrics were written by Gulzar and Yogesh. The handling of song sequences and the mise-en-scène offered quiet, poignant, lyrical moments in the film, of the solitary Khanna singing on the balcony in the setting sun or walking along the beach releasing balloons in the air while he sings “Life What a Riddle You Are.” The death scene is now epic and inimitable in the history of Indian cinema. 

			Anand defines middle cinema of the 1970s when the script ruled, and directors like Mukherjee would use ensemble casts with one popular star cast against the grain. There was public appetite for emotional family drama pitched in a realistic mode, and the national popularity of Khanna as Anand fed into his future iconic status yet also kept him approachable to the public with his signature phrases like Babumoshai (a term in Bengali to address someone with respect, generally meaning sir or mister), echoing through top-end Bollywood award functions ever after. 

			Anand became an alter ego for Khanna throughout his career in which he increasingly played out long, dramatic death scenes, a far cry from the moving performance he nailed under Mukherjee’s direction. When Khanna died in 2012, a recorded speech by him was played at his funeral, which he had famously written and prerecorded just for this occasion, thus recreating the famous Anand moment that, over the decades has not lost its emotional impact on the Indian audience. 

			The film won the National Award for Best Film and the Filmfare Award for Best Director (Mukherjee), Best Dialogue (Gulzar), Best Actor (Rajesh Khanna), and Best Supporting Actor (Amitabh Bachchan). The famous war between ruling star Khanna and rising talent Bachchan brewed soon after, making it the stuff of film gossip for many years. 

			Further Reading

			Singh, Jai Arjun. The World of Hrishikesh Mukherjee: The Filmmaker Everyone Loves. New York: Penguin, 2015.

			Ankur / SEEDLING (1974)

			Director: Shyam Benegal

			Story/Screenplay: Shyam Benegal, Satyadev Dubey (dialogue)

			Producers: Lalit M. Bijlani, Freni Variava, Blaze Film Enterprises 

			Cinematography: Govind Nihalani 

			Editing: Bhanudas Divakar 

			Music: Vanraj Bhatia

			Cast: Shabana Azmi, Anant Nag, Sadhu Meher, Priya Tendulkar, Dalip Tahil

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 125 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Video Sound)

			The 1970s movement of Parallel Cinema (or New Cinema) in India was triggered by Shyam Benegal’s Ankur (Seedling). A complex tale of feudal change in rural India, Ankur marked a sea change in the cinemascape of India. 

			An absentee zamindar’s (landlord) son Surya (Anant Nag) is dispatched to the village to look after his father’s land. Having finished high school, he wants to further his studies, but his father wants him to look after the estates. Surya also agrees to an arranged marriage with a young girl who will join him in the village after she comes of age. Surya arrives with typical urban arrogance. The dilapidated farmhouse is then cleaned up by the “untouchable” low caste woman Laxmi (Shabana Azmi), whose mute husband Kishtaya (Sadhu Meher) is an alcoholic and jobless. Surya shows his liberal self when he eats food prepared by the untouchable Laxmi. 

			Laxmi lives across the field in a little hut. On the very edge of poverty itself, she steals from the landlord’s kitchen, her survival instincts being stronger than her moral qualms. Laxmi has a strong sense of pride when she rises to her drunken husband’s defense after he is caught stealing from the landlord’s fields. Still, the village constable has him shaven and paraded around the village. Humiliated, the mute peasant quietly disappears from the village. Surya then asks Laxmi to move into his home, and into an illicit relationship. As she shares her master’s bed, a few economical strokes lay bare the gender exploitation that lies deeper than caste and class issues. Surya’s claim on Laxmi is a replay of his father’s ownership of the village woman, Kaushalya. 

			Soon Surya’s new bride enters the home, which drives Laxmi out. When Laxmi discovers she is pregnant and Surya tells her to abort, Laxmi asks in a powerfully understated scene, “Must I only feel shame, and not you?” One day, jobless and hungry, the heavily pregnant Laxmi approaches the landlord’s wife for food and is denied. Laxmi is discovered stealing a bit of grain from the storehouse, and Surya and his wife drive her out. 

			One night, the mute peasant returns and is overjoyed to see his wife pregnant. After offerings at the temple, he sets out to ask the landlord for work. As Surya sees him walk through the fields with a stick in his hand, he is guilt-stricken and terrified. In a frenzy of conflicting emotions, he whips the peasant mercilessly as other villagers gather. Laxmi arrives at the scene and hurls a torrent of abuse at Surya and his family. In a cleverly constructed mise-en-scène, Laxmi demands justice and rejects the feudal lord, articulating what her mute husband cannot. As the other villagers disperse, a little boy hurls a stone at the landlord’s window. The glass shatters, the screen turns red, and Shyam Benegal’s leftist vision is unambiguously stated in this complex tale of oppression.        
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					Shabana Azmi and Anant Nag in Ankur (1974).

					Source: ASA Productions / Photofest © ASA Productions.

				

			

			Ankur marks a radical departure from mainstream Hindi films. It moves out of studio spaces to true outdoor locations and rejects the usual romance, song, and dance entertainment. Turning away from established stars, Benegal introduces professionally trained actors from both the Film Institute in Pune and the National School of Drama. A fresh graduate and gold medallist from the National Film and Television Institute, Shabana Azmi achieved instant fame with her powerful articulation of the peasant woman Laxmi. Part of the Benegal repertory, Azmi went on to become one of the most powerful dramatic actors and inspiring feminist icons of her time. 

			Ankur has been described as deploying psychological realism and regional authenticity to the accepted narrative style of Indian films. Benegal creates a microcosmic world and its characters in which the macro forces of feudal power structures and gender oppression are played out. The style was considered alien to the Hindi film industry; actors wore no makeup and dressed in realistic costumes, and the language is the dialect of Dakhni Urdu, commonly used around the region of Hyderabad. Both Azmi and Nag introduced a new style of naturalized acting using regional accents. 

			Benegal’s first trilogy—Ankur (1974), Nishant (1975), and Manthan (1976)—combined the contemporary stage of peasant revolution with the consolidation of the development aesthetic (the Nehruvian vision of socialist and egalitarian society, which included five-year plans as developmental models). They dealt with contemporary or neo-contemporary situations in India. They dealt with changes taking place as India moved from feudal systems that prevailed and continued to prevail. Ankur thus became a symbol of “new cinema” with Benegal stating “political cinema will only emerge when there is a need for it.”6

			The film contains explicit references to the peasant’s movement, initially led by Communist Party of India (Marxist), which acquired a national dimension following the failure of the 1971–1972 harvests. Benegal had written the story in his college years and touted it for 14 years, knocking on many doors and being turned down by producers who incredulously asked, “Who would want to see a film about a landlord and his mistress?” Benegal finally secured independent financing from Blaze Films, the largest distributors of advertising movies in India. 

			The strength of the piece lies in the detailed exploration of the characters and their motivations, the contradictory impulses, stray glances and gestures, powerful performances, marvelous folk music, and natural sound. Although influenced strongly by the Bengali filmmaker Satyajit Ray and his Apu trilogy, Benegal is not an auteur but, rather, a close collaborator, working closely with theater practitioners for script, dialogue, and cast. 

			Shabana Azmi’s finely nuanced performance fetched her the National Award in 1974 and triggered great recognition internationally. Ankur won three National Awards and 45 prizes in India. The official entry to the Berlin, London, and Stratford film festivals, it was also the Indian entry for Best Foreign Film at the Oscars. While made with a minuscule budget of five lakhs, Ankur made profits in India and was also distributed in the United Kingdom and Europe. The new cinema in India, with its subversive stories, micro-budgets, and trained casts and crews, had arrived. And the world’s attention turned to this emerging cinema and its considerable talent.

			Further Reading

			Datta, Sangeeta. Shyam Benegal. London: British Film Institute, 2005.

			APANJAN / ONE’S OWN PEOPLE; NEAR AND DEAR (1968)

			Director: Tapan Sinha

			Story/Screenplay: Tapan Sinha

			Producer: R. K. Kapoor 

			Cinematography: Bimal Mukherjee 

			Editing: Subodh Roy 

			Music: Tapan Sinha

			Cast: Chhaya Devi, Swarup Dutt, Samit Bhanja

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 135 minutes; black and white

			Availability: N/A

			In the late 1960s, political violence rocked India, with particular consequences in Bengal. Students in Calcutta became embroiled in the violent Naxalite movement, and the police brutally cracked down, killing hundreds of youth. Set against this background, Apanjan (One’s Own People; Near and Dear) is ostensibly about two feuding youth groups. 

			Anandamoyee (Chhaya Devi) is a childless widow who migrates from her village to Calcutta with the hope of living happily with her distant relatives. She faces a culture shock in the city and soon realizes her relatives have brought her over to work as their child’s nanny. Resisting this exploitation, she moves to a slum area to take care of two street children. The streets are now home to many young men involved in the revolution. These children belong to the adopted “family” of Robi (Swarup Dutt), the leader of a gang of educated youth who have left their homes to be actively involved in the growing violence raging in the city. These outsiders create their surrogate family, and Anandamoyee draws them together with her nurturing qualities. She feels a strange kinship with them and becomes a mother figure for the young men who need love and care. Robi’s gang is constantly at war with a rival gang led by Chheno (Samit Bhanja). As it is revealed, the two gangs are surreptitiously hired by the city’s politicians to simply serve their ends of keeping the misguided, scapegoated youth busy fighting and creating mayhem in a city already up in flames. The story reaches a melodramatic end when Anandamoyee intervenes to halt the gang war and is killed for her effort. 

			Apanjan was the first film to deal with contemporary political violence and urban youth in west Bengal. Director Tapan Sinha, always a creator ahead of his time, made the film two years before the better-known movies of both Satyajit Ray (e.g., Pratidwandi) and Mrinal Sen (e.g., Interview). Sinha’s Apanjan found a ready urban audience and was a commercial success. It also created a mirror for the urban youth at a time of huge upheaval in the social fabric of Bengal and other states. Sinha’s audience, mostly the educated middle class, went to the cinema to watch the film in groups and thereafter discuss it in living rooms. Those were strange times, when the most brilliant university students had left their own homes to protest against the state and took to violent methods. Police crackdowns made it impossible for many of them to return home, so they lived in hideouts and were often killed in street violence. 

			The unknowns Swarup Dutt and Samit Bhanja, playing the rival gang leaders, rose to instant stardom. In 1969, the film dominated the state BFJA Awards and received the National Award for Best Feature in Bengali. In 1971, Gulzar made his directorial debut with Mere Apne (1971), an almost frame-by-frame remake of Apanjan in Hindi with Vinod Khanna and Shatrughan Sinha as the rival youth leaders. Meena Kumari played the lead role of Nani Ma (grandmother).7 

			Apanjan documents a historical chapter in modern Indian history. When the peasant uprising happened in Andhra Pradesh, there was a national focus on farmers’ land rights. Urban youth began a movement to support farmers’ rights and protest against the government. As violent uprisings took place, the state police cracked down with authoritarian violence. Large numbers of young people were killed or “disappeared” during that time. The state economy was in shambles, and the education system almost came to a meltdown. For almost a decade, educated youth had few or no job prospects and suffered from frustration and despondence. Many students had to leave the country to never return, a situation portrayed in a radical way in Mrinal Sen’s Interview (1971). Satyajit Ray also examined the psyche of the urban educated youth and ideological conflict in Pratidwandi (1970). Ritwick Ghatak explored its deep psychological aftermath as one of the narrative strands in his Jukti, Tokko, Golpo (1974). 

			Tapan Sinha was one of the foremost Indian film directors and—along with Satyajit Ray, Ritwick Ghatak, and Mrinal Sen—formed a formidable quartet from Bengal. A Bengali filmmaker, he worked in Hindi and Bengali cinema, directing films like Kabuliwallah (1957), Kshudita Pashan (1960), Sagina Mahato (1970), Apanjan (1968), and even the children’s film Safed Haathi (1978). Starting his career at New Theatres production house in Kolkata, he briefly left to work at the prestigious Pinewood Studios for two years, but he returned home for another six decades of filmmaking in Bengal. Known for his literary adaptations, he had started with Narayan Gangopadhyay’s story in Ankush (1954) and adapted Tagore short stories for the Berlin Silver Bear–awarded Kabuliwalah (1957) and Kshudita Pashan (The Hungry Stones, 1960). 

			Further Reading

			Gooptu, Sharmistha. “‘Bengali’ Cinema: Its Making and Unmaking.” In Routledge Handbook of Indian Cinemas, edited by K. Moti Gokulsing and Wimal Dissanayake. London: Routledge, 2013.

			Jha, Subhash K. The Essential Guide to Bollywood. New Delhi: Lustre Press, 2005.

			APUR SANSAR / THE WORLD OF APU (1959)

			Director: Satyajit Ray

			Story: Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay 

			Screenplay: Satyajit Ray

			Producers: Satyajit Ray, Aminyanath Mukherji 

			Cinematography: Subrata Mitra 

			Editing: Dulal Dutta 

			Music: Ravi Shankar

			Cast: Soumitra Chatterjee, Sharmila Tagore, Alok Chakravarty, Swapan Mukherjee, Gupi Banerjee

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 107 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Criterion)

			Apur Sansar (The World of Apu) is the third of the Apu trilogy by Satyajit Ray, which firmly established Indian cinema on the international map. Ray’s trilogy is a bildungsroman about a young boy, Apu, who grows up in the village, then migrates to Benaras, and finally to Calcutta for study and work. The story is a microcosm capturing the large-scale migration from rural India to urban India, the collapse of the village economy, and the growth of modern city life. 

			The film is focused upon the early adulthood of young Apu (Soumitra Chatterjee) in British-ruled Calcutta in the 1920s. Based on the last section of Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s novel Aparajito, this coming-of-age story is in the context of modernity in India. Ray introduced the very talented Soumitra Chatterjee and Sharmila Tagore, a pair who went on to become part of his repertoire for many more films. 

			Apu is a bright but poor young man who studies in college and works at a printing press at night. He loves literature and wants to be a writer himself. Apu and his friends have long discussions about poetry, theater, and economics. He lives in a tiny terrace room overlooking the railway yard. One day he accompanies his friend Pulu (Swapan Mukherjee) to his cousin’s wedding in the village. When the bride’s family discovers that the groom is mentally ill, the wedding is to be canceled. Apu’s friend requests him to marry his cousin, because if he doesn’t she will be socially ostracized and remain unmarried all her life. With this dramatic turn of events, Apu returns with child bride Aparna (Sharmila Tagore) to the terrace room. Slowly a loving relationship builds up between the couple. Apu has to start tutoring young people to earn more money, and Aparna feels lonely in her room. The two make an outing to the theater in a horse carriage, creating a Dickensian world of colonial Calcutta. 

			Pregnant, Aparna must return to her village home and tragically dies during childbirth. Apu’s world is rocked as he loses his first love and becomes a vagrant. After five years, however, he returns to the village and is united with his son, Kajal (Alok Chakravarty), who has been growing up wild. The last scene is particularly symbolic as Apu scatters his manuscript pages in the valley and picks up the little boy on his shoulders. Apu has now learned to take true responsibility and embraces life rather than turn his back on it.        
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					Soumitra Chatterjee and Sharmila Tagore in Apur Sansar (1959).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Sharmila Tagore remembers fondly her first shot for the film at the age of thirteen. In an interview from 2016, she said: 

			The character Aparna is about to enter her husband’s home for the first time. She walks through the crowded courtyard and follows her husband up to the terrace room . . . Aparna walking into her new marital home, was my metaphorical first step into the world of cinema.8

			Apur Sansar won the President’s Gold Medal for the All India Best Feature Film at the National Film Awards in 1959. The film won the Sutherland Award for Best Original and Imaginative Film at the British Film Institute Awards in 1960, the Diploma of Merit Award at the 14th Edinburgh International Film Festival in 1960, and the Best Foreign Film Award at the National Board of Review Awards in 1960. The film received a BAFTA nomination for Best Film at the British Academy Film Awards in 1962.

			In her book, Portrait of a Director: Satyajit Ray, Marie Seton tells how the London Film Festival made an exception to their rules and invited Apur Sansar and gave it maximum screenings. It won the Sutherland Award for “the most original and imaginative film shown to the British audience at the National Film Theatre.”9 This triggered an international journey for the film and a global reputation for the Apu trilogy. The trilogy demonstrates Ray’s growth from a lyrical style to a firmer dramatic style. Indeed, Akira Kurosawa described it as “the kind of cinema that flows with the serenity and nobility of a big river.”10

			Ray portrays the blossoming of young love in the evocative scene in which Apu wakes in the morning to find Aparna tugging at her saree edge tucked under him and he finds her dislodged hairpin on the pillow. The lonely Aparna peers through a tear in the curtain recalling little Apu looking through a torn blanket in Pather Panchali. Love matures Aparna who pleads with Apu to return home early, then she will be happy and have no regrets. 

			The World of Apu has been one of the most influential series of films from India in creating and sustaining an international interest and market for Indian cinema. It has been frequently included in the top ten films of all time, including the BFI and Times charts. The trilogy captures the growing consciousness of Apu, and each film offers a different mood. This journey travels from innocence to death and displacement and, later, an understanding of responsibility when he is united with his abandoned son. Robinson has likened the development of this narrative to the unfolding of the Indian music raga, as it meanders like a river finally to reach an emotional catharsis when Apu embraces the child he had abandoned. It is a connection with life itself.

			Further Reading

			Dasgupta, Chidananda. The Cinema of Satyajit Ray. New Delhi: National Book Trust, 2005.

			Robinson, Andrew. Satyajit Ray: The Inner Eye. Calcutta: Rupa, 1997.

			Seton, Marie. Portrait of a Director: Satyajit Ray. New Delhi: Penguin, 2003.

			Tagore, Sharmila. Interview by Sangeeta Datta. London Indian Film Festival, Screen Icon Awards, Cineworld-London, July 27, 2016.

			ARADHANA / A LIFE OF DEVOTION (1969)

			Director: Shakti Samanta

			Story/Screenplay: Sachin Bhowmick

			Producer: Shakti Samanta 

			Cinematography: Alok Dasgupta 

			Editing: Govind Dalwadi 

			Music: S. D. Burman

			Cast: Rajesh Khanna, Sharmila Tagore, Farida Jalal, Madan Puri, Manmohan

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 169 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Aradhana is a 1969 Hindi drama directed by Shakti Samanta. Starring Rajesh Khanna and Sharmila Tagore, the film is a timeless classic with a shelf life of already fifty years. The film propelled the legendary seventeen consecutive hit movies by Rajesh Khanna, which turned him into a solo 1970s phenomenon. Originally released in Hindi and dubbed in Bengali, the film was remade in Tamil (Sivakamiyin Selvan, 1974) and Telegu (Kannavari Kalalu, 1974). Aradhana was voted the best film at the Filmfare Awards, and Sharmila Tagore won the best actress award. 

			As the picture begins, Indian air force officer Arun Varma (Rajesh Khanna) falls in love with the local doctor’s daughter Vandhana (Sharmila Tagore). Riding in an open jeep in Darjeeling, Arun sings the song “Mere sapno ki rani” while Vandhana reacts coyly from a toy train moving on a parallel track. 

			The couple’s romance blooms with songs in the Himalayan valleys. They marry secretly, but soon after, Arun dies in a plane crash and Vandhana finds she is pregnant. Arun’s family rejects her, and her father takes her away on a long journey of pilgrimages. Vandhana’s journey gets more fraught as her father falls ill and dies, and she is forced to give up her child for adoption to a wealthy couple. She takes on the job of the child Suraj’s nanny and helps raise him as a surrogate mother. Her employer’s brother (Manmohan) has his eye on Vandhana and one day tries to rape her. Suraj appears on the scene and kills the uncle to save his nanny. Vandhana takes the blame and is sentenced to jail after a trial while Suraj forgets the incident. 

			Many years later, an aged Vandhana is released from jail and is befriended by the jailer (Madan Puri) who takes her home to meet his daughter Renu (Farida Jalal). She goes to the airport to receive her fiancé, an air force officer. Vandhana sees a spitting image of her husband and knows this is her son, Suraj Prasad Saxena (Rajesh Khanna in a double role). Like his father, Suraj is injured in an accident, but he survives. Vandhana meets the air force chief who knows her and of her marriage to Arun. She does not allow him to tell the truth to Suraj as she does not want him to be embarrassed about her criminal history. Meanwhile, Suraj discovers Vandhana’s old diary and photographs and discovers the truth. He salutes his mother for her supreme self-sacrifice and invites her to the stage to accept his bravery award with him. 

			The script by Sachin Bhowmick was adapted from the film To Each His Own (1946). Shakti Samanta was about to scrap the project when he found another film (Shriman Shrimati) had been made with a similar story line. Writer Gulshan Nanda offered the twist of father and son in a double role so the second half of Aradhana was rewritten swiftly. Rajesh Khanna, still a relative newcomer, was offered the double role against Sharmila Tagore who was already a big star in Bombay with hits by Samanta (Kashmir ki Kali, 1964; An Evening in Paris, 1967) as well an international fame with Satyajit Ray’s classic Apur Sansar (1959) and Devi (1960). 

			The music was composed by S. D. Burman. The composer fell ill during the making of the film, and it was left to his son R. D. Burman to complete the soundtrack. The songs “Mere sapnon ki rani,” “Kora kagaz tha,” and “Gunguna rahey hai bhawre” sung by Kishore Kumar and Lata Mangeshkar were the biggest hit songs of the decade. They continue to be among the most popular romantic songs of all time. The best-known number, “Roop tera mastana” sung by Kishore Kumar as an off-screen song as the couple consummate their love, was famously filmed in one single take of three-and-a-half minutes. 

			Raju Bharatan argues that R. D. Burman was responsible for bringing in Kishore Kumar for the solo numbers in Aradhana. The fact is that the shift from the older singer to a new voice matched the challenge to older heroes by newcomer Rajesh Khanna, reflective of a changing time and industry preference.11 

			Aradhana was a progressive story marking a shift from old codes of honor, showing a father supporting his daughter’s pregnancy out of wedlock. It elevates the mother figure as supremely sacrificing and is chiefly a resilient woman’s journey in her belief in love, which holds her through a rough track. The film also marked the entry of a young romantic hero at a time when the matinee idol Shammi Kapoor had visibly aged. The magnetic charm of Rajesh Khanna was about to create its enchanted spell on the Hindi film audience. 

			Actress Sharmila Tagore remarked: 

			I was senior in the industry and Rajesh Khanna was a newcomer. . . . I had to play a much older character for half the film and look deglamorized. But I liked the script and the growth it offered me as an actor.12

			Tagore bravely took up the challenge of playing a young girl who is pregnant (seemingly out of wedlock) as well as a much older self-sacrificing mother whose son publicly accepts her in the end.

			It was the beginning of Khanna’s superstar journey, a stardom unprecedented in the Hindi film industry. Thousands would throng in front of Khanna’s home and the studios where he filmed on double shifts. Girls wrote fan letters in blood for him, and girl gangs chased his car and smeared it with words of love in lipstick. 

			Further Reading

			Bharatan, Raju. “The Aradhana Syndrome.” Rediff.com, October 31, 2000. http://inhome.rediff.com/movies/2000/oct/31burman.htm. 

			Chintamani, Gautam. Dark Star: The Loneliness of Being Rajesh Khanna. Noida, Uttar Pradesh: HarperCollins, 2014.

			Tagore, Sharmila. Interview by Sangeeta Datta. London Indian Film Festival, Screen Icon Awards, Cineworld-London, July 24, 2016.

			ARDH SATYA / HALF TRUTH (1983)

			Director: Govind Nihalani

			Story: D. A. Panvalkar

			Screenplay: Vijay Tendulkar

			Producers: Manmohan Shetty, Pradeep Upoor 

			Cinematography: Govind Nihalani 

			Editing: Renu Saluja 

			Music: Ajit Varman

			Cast: Om Puri, Smita Patil, Shafi Inamdar, Sadashiv Amrapurkar 

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 130 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Ardh Satya (Half Truth) is a 1983 acclaimed police drama based on a short story by S. D. Panvalkar. Govind Nihalani’s second film was a hard-hitting picture about corruption and the nexus between the police, criminals, and politicians. This followed his first angst-ridden film about subaltern politics, Aakrosh (1980).

			Young sub-inspector Anant Velankar (Om Puri) holds onto strict ideals about his profession, but they are soon to be confronted by the reality of his powerlessness. Right after he arrests three miscreants, he finds out they are goons hired by the local mafia leader who has contacts high up in the policing and political worlds. When a local trader comes to complain about a neighboring group of hooligans who harass his wife, Velankar hauls them away and beats them in custody. His boss, Hyder Ali (Shafi Inamdar), explains to him that they are local slum leaders on the payroll of the gangster Rama Shetty (Sadashiv Amrapurkar) who plans to run for city office, and that they are crucial for the imminent elections. Velankar finds the thugs have been released the next day. A local politician asks for his suspension, and Velankar has to make a deal with a fixer in Delhi who gets his suspension withdrawn.

			Meanwhile, a romantic relationship grows between Velankar and college professor Jyotsna Gokhale (Smita Patil). On a public bus, she is groped, and Velankar furiously beats up the miscreant. As his ideals seem to die, a frustrated Velankar takes to drink. Shetty now is standing for the municipal elections, and Velankar is sent to provide cover for him. In another incident, Velankar succeeds in arresting a wanted criminal, but the credit goes to another police officer. Shocked and outraged at this series of events, he starts drinking heavily. When confronted by Jyotsna, he finally confides in her. 

			One night a petty thief is hauled in, and Velankar beats the thief mercilessly and kills him. Velankar is now suspended, so he goes to meet Shetty. The underworld don with the political future welcomes Velankar into his gambling den and offers to help him if they join forces. In one violent, sudden, overwhelming move, Velankar wakes from his “impotent” stupor and brutally strangles Shetty, finally handing himself over to the police for his rightful punishment. 

			Ardh Satya became a landmark film of the new 1970s–1980s cinema. An example of the best collaboration between theater and film practitioners, this tensely written drama offered memorable roles to a struggling Om Puri (playing a protagonist for the first time) and newcomer Sadashiv Amrapurkar, who was brought in from the Marathi stage. Considered one of the best cop dramas in Indian cinema, Ardh Satya is a fearless comment on the politic of the state and the nexus of crime and corruption that distorts the worldview of a young idealist. The hard-hitting drama became a sleeper hit with younger audiences who identified with the social malaise and a rotting system. This trend was already manifest in mainstream drama with Amitabh Bachchan’s stardom hinged on the “angry young man” vigilante persona.        
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					Om Puri and Amrish Puri in Ardh Satya (1983).

					Source: Neo Films Associates / Photofest © Neo Films Associates.

				

			

			Ardh Satya was an uncompromising mirror to society, intense and claustrophobic, with no popular relief of comedy or music. Instead, director Nihalani uses powerful poetry (by Dilip Chitre) to question the predicament of an individual in a corrupt system, and the title of the movie is taken from that poem. Director Nihalani recalls Om Puri breaking down and sobbing in rehearsals as he was so overwhelmed by the existential crisis and the truth of the poem. The characterization, along with the hard-hitting dialogues and representation of the dark and looming city of Bombay make Ardh Satya an intense watch.

			Om Puri (who died in January 2017) was one of the best-known Indian actor in international cinema. Starting from single scenes in Richard Attenborough’s Gandhi (1982), Puri moved to British independent cinema, My Son the Fanatic (Udayan Prasad, 1997), and later onto big budget Hollywood (Wolf, 1994). Ardh Satya was a career-defining moment for Puri, and he won the Karlovy Vary Best Actor Award, National Award, and the popular Filmfare Award for his work in this movie. The film also fetched writing awards for Tendulkar and won the Best Film Award at Filmfare. Dwyer comments: 

			Om Puri’s performance drives the film, as an ordinary man who cannot follow his beliefs and dreams because he is trapped by his family and by the society. His only hope is for his love, Jyotsna, but even this romance is doomed.13

			This growing theme of the individual facing a corrupt system and an existential crisis was treated in various thought-provoking films, starting with Satyajit Ray’s Pratidwandi (1970), Mrinal Sen’s Interview (1971), and Shyam Benegal’s Manthan leading to Nihalani’s powerful and eruptive Aakrosh and Ardh Satya, each a milestone in Hindi cinema.

			Further Reading

			Dwyer, Rachel. 100 Bollywood Films. New Delhi: Lotus Collection, 2005.

			ARTH / MEANING (1982)

			Director: Mahesh Bhatt

			Story: Rita Pal 

			Screenplay: Mahesh Bhatt and Sujit Sen

			Producer: Kuljit Pal 

			Cinematography: Pravin Bhatt 

			Editing: Keshav Hirani

			Music: Jagjit Singh

			Cast: Shabana Azmi, Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Smita Patil, Raj Kiran

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 138 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eagle)

			Central to the women’s movement in India and the academic focus on women’s stories and female narratives stands Mahesh Bhatt’s Arth (Meaning), a 1982 Hindi drama about marital relations and beyond. 

			Director Bhatt cast Shabana Azmi as the former orphan girl Pooja whose life now seems complete with her husband and home. However, when they are forced to leave their rented apartment, her husband, Inder Malhotra (Kulbhushan Kharbanda), gives her the keys to a new apartment he has bought. In the new home, Pooja soon finds out that her husband is involved with actress Kavita Sanyal (Smita Patil). Kavita is psychologically insecure, needy, and clingy. 

			Pooja recovers her self-pride and leaves the new home opting to stay in a girls’ hostel. There she meets the young singer Raj (Raj Kiran) who offers support during this difficult phase. When Raj falls in love with her, she refuses to commit to a new relationship. The increasingly paranoid Kavita finally breaks off with Inder. When he returns to Pooja asking for forgiveness, Pooja turns him away. She has now adopted her maid’s daughter after the maid (Rohini Hattangadi) was jailed for killing her thieving, drunken husband. Pooja now simply wants to hold onto this newfound freedom where she is not dependent on anyone. 

			Arth was a landmark film questioning the very institution of marriage and its patriarchal assumptions and trappings. It was a semiautobiographical narrative of director Mahesh Bhatt’s extramarital affair with actress Parveen Babi. After decades of films celebrating romance, love, sacrifice, and forgiveness, this marked a new phase of woman’s selfhood in the media as an offshoot of the women’s movement in India. The film dealt with male infidelity, marital abuse, and more important, offered a parallel story of a working-class woman who saves for her daughter’s education and kills her drunken husband when he steals money.  

			Protagonist Pooja is the new woman who has an impressive character arch. An orphan who holds her home very dear, a once emotionally dependent Pooja is devastated by her husband’s infidelity. She struggles and finds strength to deal with life and finally rejects him, refusing to forgive his waywardness. She famously asks her husband, “If I had been in the wrong, would you have forgiven me?” Pooja becomes economically independent again and raises the maid’s daughter, exercising choice and judgment—agency—in her own life. 

			In the 1970s, Shabana Azmi and Smita Patil were the leading faces of a new and independent cinema. They were cast in films with lead female roles, playing characters often from rural communities or the working class. Shabana Azmi, a gold medalist from Pune Film and Television Industry, came to the limelight in Shyam Benegal’s Ankur (1977) and Nishant (1975) in which she played the female victim in complex feudal societies. Smita Patil as the peasant girl in Benegal’s Manthan (1976) and the middle-class working woman in Jabbar Patel’s Umbartha (Subah, 1982) made a dramatic impact on the Hindi film audience. Both actors signaled a sea change in the representation of women in Hindi cinema. Dwyer notes that the film was one of the first to discuss an extramarital affair and to show it in such realistic terms.14

			Mahesh Bhatt’s complex and layered principal characters set this film apart. Inder reveals his inflated male ego at every step, from his intended secrecy about the affair to asking for divorce papers on Pooja’s birthday. Schizophrenic Kavita is a bundle of jangled nerves and fear by the way she responds to everything around her. Although playing “the other woman,” Smita Patil brings enough reality to this suffering character for the audience to engage with her nervous vacillations. 

			But the author-backed role is Shabana Azmi’s Pooja, and her journey has a powerful graph from her weakness at the beginning of the movie to the outrageous scene where she is drunk and abusive at a film party, calling Kavita a whore. Pooja sinks further when Inder is physically abusive to her. However, quitting the marital home and the sunny appearance of a singer-admirer (Raj Kiran) help Pooja repair her sense of self-worth. She is finally strong enough to manage her own life and opts to take responsibility for another, in this case, the maid’s child who must be educated. The film thus ends on this buoyant, optimistic note. 

			Shabana Azmi, who won the Best Actress Filmfare Award, has said Arth changed her life. 

			The film Arth actually brought a sea change to my attitude towards life. . . . After the film, there were long queues of working class women in front of my house, waiting to meet me and discuss their marital problems. . . . I realized the first time that an artist has social responsibility, that her work can trigger social change.15

			The songs were penned by Kaifi Azmi, Shabana’s father, an Urdu poet and songwriter of note. The songs were filmed on Raj Kiran and gained immense popularity. The composer duo Chitra and Jagjit Singh did not make much headway in Hindi cinema but became iconic figures in non-film music for decades to come.

			Further Reading
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			AWAARA / VAGABOND (1951)

			Director: Raj Kapoor

			Story/Screenplay: Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, V. P. Sathe

			Producer: Raj Kapoor 

			Cinematography: Radhu Karmakar 

			Editing: G. G. Mayekar 

			Music: Shankar Jaikishan

			Cast: Raj Kapoor, Nargis, Prithviraj Kapoor, Leela Chitnis, Shashi Kapoor 

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 193 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Awaara (Vagabond) is a Hindi family drama produced and directed by Raj Kapoor. In this classic example of the Kapoor family lineage in the Bombay film industry, Raj Kapoor’s father Prithviraj plays his screen father, his younger brother Shashi Kapoor plays the younger version of himself, and his grandfather Dewan Bashwarnath Kapoor plays a cameo role in his only screen appearance. 

			Wealthy district judge Raghunath (Prithviraj Kapoor) enjoys fame and respect but has a distinctly black and white image of the world. Judge Raghunath has very strong moral values and believes that virtuous and criminal minds are inherited from blood lineage. When he convicts small-time criminal Jagga on little evidence, Jagga kidnaps the judge’s wife, Leela, though later releases her upon learning she is pregnant. Leela’s reputation is thus “soiled,” and the judge throws his wife out of the house. The mythical subtext of the Ramayana is clearly laid out in the unfair treatment of Leela, similar to Sita’s kidnapping and “soiling” of character. 

			Leela must now raise her son in poverty. Young Raj (Shashi Kapoor) is pulled out of school and makes his living as a shoe shiner. He joins Jagga’s crime gang and becomes a honed criminal. After stealing a car, he hides from the police and finds himself in a mansion where his old school friend Rita lives. As he falls in love with Rita, he wants to move away from the world of crime. Rita, now a ward of the old judge, invites Raj to her birthday. Raj gifts her a stolen necklace, and the judge then exposes him as a thief. Rita learns the whole story from Raj’s mother Leela and surmises that Raj is not morally bad but, instead, a victim of his circumstances. 

			Following a bank robbery gone wrong, Jagga is killed by Raj in a scuffle. Raj is now on trial under Justice Raghunath for the killing. The truth about his parentage now comes to light, and Raj accuses his father of injustice toward him and his mother. During another round of crime and trial, Raj pleads guilty, but his lawyer Rita argues he is a victim of circumstance. Raj now draws attention to the millions of children living in abject poverty who are forced to turn to crime because the affluent do not care for them. While in jail, he is visited by Judge Raghunath who tearfully asks for forgiveness and accepts his son. Raj is sent to prison for three years, but there is a chance for reform and rehabilitation as his lady love Rita promises to wait for him. 

			Awaara represents the archetypal 1950s bildungsroman with a long prequel about the hero’s childhood. The social themes of poverty, crime, legality, and justice are foregrounded with a strong romantic theme moving in parallel. Questions are raised about poverty and the corrupting influence on children, and the new nation is seen as a space where the criminal has a fresh chance to reform and rehabilitate. The woman, an educated lawyer, offers to wait for Raj, the criminal with a golden heart, who must be jailed for three years for his sins.        
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					Raj Kapoor in Awaara (1951).

					Source: R. K. Films / Photofest © R. K. Films.

				

			

			Awaara denotes the importance of collaboration between writer and director in the industry, as writer Khwaja Ahmad Abbas withdrew his script from Mehboob Studios after a disagreement over casting. Raj Kapoor then agreed to produce and direct it.16 

			The music of the film was extremely popular. The dream sequence featuring “Ghar aya mera pardesi” was the first of its kind in Hindi cinema, with the heroine luring and hiding behind rolling clouds, pointing to the moral confusion in Raj’s mind. 

			The famous Raj Kapoor–Nargis romantic duo exploded on screen with Awaara. The chemistry between the two was palpable, with Nargis’s carefree sensuality and Raj’s rebellious persona. They became a steady star pair for some of Kapoor’s best-known films, and their real-life romance became the staple of filmic gossip for decades to come. 

			As late as 2013, Time magazine listed Awaara as one of the top ten movies to treasure. The film’s unprecedented success in the Soviet Union and China, and the popularity of the song “Awara Hoon,” as well as Raj Kapoor himself, can be explained by the socialist themes of the movie; the film and the song were stated to be Chairman Mao’s favorites.17 The film’s success in China and the Soviet Union was clearly due to its socialist themes.

			The film’s remarkable success led to its Turkish remake in 1964 as Avare. The 2000 Chinese film Platform has references to Awaara. 

			Raj Kapoor’s poor, innocent, lovable little tramp character, inspired by Charlie Chaplin, offered huge appeal to the masses, and Kapoor extended this persona in such later films as Shree 420 (1955). The story created dramatic conflict over moral and legal jurisdictions, culminating in high drama of the court scene, a predictable plot element in Hindi melodrama for decades to come.

			The film became an overnight success, establishing Raj Kapoor’s position in 1950s cinema. It also found a global market, winning popularity in the Soviet Union, Africa, and the Middle East. The song “Awara Hoon,” sung by Mukesh, was hugely popular in the Soviet Union, China, Turkey, and Afghanistan. Even today, an Indian traveler will hear this sung in markets and tourist areas, so deeply is it embedded in popular culture. Given its global reach, Awaara can be considered one of the most popular Indian films of all time. 

			Further Reading
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			Kabir, N. M. and K. A. Abbas. The Dialogue of Awaara: Raj Kapoor’s Immortal Classic. Translated by S. Akhtar. New Delhi: Niyogi Books, 2010.
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			BAAHUBALI 2: THE CONCLUSION (2017)

			Director: S. S. Rajamouli

			Story: K. V. Vijayendra Prasad

			Screenplay: K. V. Vijayendra Prasad, S. S Rajamouli

			Producers: Prasad Devineni, K. Raghavendra Rao 

			Cinematography: Senthil Kumar 

			Editing: Venkateswara Rao Kotagiri, Bikkina Thammiraju 

			Music: M. M. Keeravani

			Cast: Prabhas, Rana Daggubati, Ramya Krishnan, Anushka Shetty, Tamannaah Bhatia, Sathyaraj, Nassar

			Languages: Tamil and Telegu

			Specs: 168 minutes; color 

			Availability: DVD (Reliance)

			Baahubali 2: The Conclusion is a film by S. S. Rajamouli made in Tamil and Telegu languages. It is mostly the sequel to 2015’s hugely popular action drama Baahubali. Inspired by the Indian comic series Amar Chitra Katha with tales from the Indian epics and classical literature, director Rajamouli created a fantasy world of kingdoms and action-filled drama. The film features Prabhas as both Amarendra Baahubali and his son Mahendra Baahubali, Rana Daggubati as Bhallaladeva, Anushka Shetty as Devasena, and Ramya Krishnan as Rajmata Sivagami.

			The early part of the picture is more prequel than sequel because the story initially works backward to trace the origins of Baahubali’s father, originally meant to be the king of Mahishmati. It also explores the love story between Amarendra Baahubali and Devasena (Anushka Shetty), mother of Mahendra Baahubali (Prabhas in a dual role). Recounted in the folkloric style of traditional Indian storytelling, the plot is simple and carries the good-always-triumphs-over-evil metanarrative forward just as the first movie did. 

			Amarendra Baahubali, heir to the throne of Mahishmati, wins the hearts of his subjects with his bravery and humility. Checking on his subjects in his kingdom, Baahubali and his comrade Kattappa wander into the kingdom of Kuntala where the prince falls in love with the brave princess Devasena. A conspiracy ensues depriving Baahubali of the throne and creating a gap between Sivagami and Baahubali. Amarendra is betrayed and meets a bloody end. Son Mahendra is born on the day Amarendra is killed. 

			As an exception to usually disappointing sequels, Baahubali 2: The Conclusion onerously carries the equity of the first part on its shoulders and ups the scale on many counts—especially in heroism. Baahubali has been sketched out as such a symbol of strength and power that he makes the audience root for him throughout. Prabhas is impressive in his warrior presence both as father and son. This part provides an answer to a question uppermost in everyone’s mind for the last two years—it tells the audience why Kattappa, the old faithful friend, killed Baahubali senior.         
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					Prabhas and Rana Daggubati in Baahubali 2: The Conclusion (2017).

					Source: Great India Films / Photofest © Great India Films.

				

			

			In an interview with NDTV, director Rajamouli spoke of India being a storytellers’ nation with its epics and folklore and popular stories handed down by oral tradition. He emphasized the wealth of stories we inherit as part of our culture and how that vision can be translated through technology. “Hollywood is much ahead of us in writing and execution,” he said. “There’s no need to compare our work with theirs. I think getting 80 percent of their quality in our content with 20 percent of their budgets will be an achievement.”1 

			The spectacular success of the film has caught the attention of the countrywide audience and has become the highest-grossing film in India after beating out the big releases of Hindi film icons Shahrukh Khan and Salman Khan. Baahubali 2 is clearly a magnum opus that promised gravity-defying action and ancient war techniques brought to life by VFX. The film has made an impact in all languages (Tamil, Telegu, Malayalam, and Hindi), taking the collection to 222 crores in two days. Rajamouli partnered with Karan Johar to distribute the film in northern India. Baahubali was produced in Tollywood, the center of Telegu films in the city of Hyderabad. The fact that the lavish spectacle Baahubali has been produced by the South Indian film industry has seemingly irked the Bollywood industry and the North Indian media. In fact, the chasm between the northern and southern industries is clearly exposed, as is the ignorance of the north about the history of South Indian films and markets. Indeed, audiences and journalists are largely unaware that most of the films made by lead stars Salman Khan, Akshay Kumar, and Ajay Devgn are remakes of Tamil, Telegu, and Malayalam prototypes.

			South Indian cinema based in Chennai (then called Madras) has traditionally been at the forefront of high-end cinema technology. From the 1950s, Madras has been home to several studios like AVM, Gemini, and Vijayvahini, which ensured the city was the first to embrace the newest movie tools—from 70 mm to Dolby to special effects—to hit the market. As a matter of fact, Rajamouli was inspired by the 1957 epic fantasy film Mayabazar by N. T. Rama Rao, which was considered truly cutting edge in its time, and star-director Kamal Hasan has described it as having visual appeal going hand in hand with content. As an article by T. S. Sudhir in the First Post said, “the scale of Baahubali and Rajamouli’s audacity to dream big and the success of the movie will have a domino effect on filmmakers from this part of India.”2

			From its opening day, Baahubali 2 has been on a smashing ride at the box office. The film has become the biggest ever Indian movie, both in production scale as well as box office returns. Baahubali 2 was released theatrically on eight thousand screens worldwide on April 28, 2017. Originally made in Tamil and Telegu, it has been dubbed into Hindi, Malayalam, English, German, French, and Japanese. Additionally, it was the first film made in the 4K high definition format, with an aggressive distribution drive. An estimated two hundred screens were upgraded to 4K projectors before the release of the film. Baahubali 2 not only answers the vital question raised in the open-ended climax of Baahubali. It is better than its prequel, hypnotic in action, and epic in scale. 

			Baahubali 2 takes us back to The Lord of the Rings and, particularly, the HBO original series Game of Thrones. Indeed, director Rajamouli may have even borrowed a few pages from the novel by George R. R. Martin. The very look and feel of the gigantic sets in the kingdom of Mahishmati are similar to those of the Iron Bank of Bravos. A colossal statue stands across the waters making way to a grand island, whereas in Baahubali a giant elephant stands across the waterways. A particularly crucial scene of the duel between Bhallaladeva and Baahubali recalls the Game of Thrones episode titled “The Mountain and the Viper.” As in Game of Thrones, the men take instructions from strong and authoritative women like Sivagami and Devasena. Even Baahubali’s sword has an unabashed resemblance to that of Jon Snow, except for a different animal’s head. 

			Rajamouli’s magnum opus has broken all box office records and has become the first film to cross the 120 crore mark on day one on its own. The film starring Prabhas and Rana Daggubati premiered at the British Film Institute and became the highest-grossing Indian film of all time.

			Further Reading
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			Bancharamer Bagan / The Garden of Bancha Ram (1980)

			Director: Tapan Sinha 

			Story: Manoj Mitra 

			Screenplay: Tapan Sinha

			Producer: Dhiresh Kumar Chakrabarty 

			Cinematography: Bimal Mukherjee 

			Editing: Subodh Roy 

			Music: Tapan Sinha

			Cast: Manoj Mitra, Dipankar Dey, Madhabi Mukherjee, Bhisma Guhathakurta

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Big Home Video)

			Bancharamer Bagan (The Garden of Bancha Ram) is a popular Bengali comedy made by the renowned director Tapan Sinha. Strongly inspired by Bengali literary sources, Sinha made adaptations of Tagore’s short stories and other popular writers. Sinha is known for making films with social relevance, and this film is a variation in his filmography, feeding into the hugely popular genre of Bengali comedy in literature, theater, and cinema. This is a well-loved family classic featuring the best comedians of Bengali stage and screen. The nexus between theater and film has always been very strong in regional cinema like Bengali and Marathi. 

			Poor farmer Bancha Ram (Manoj Mitra) inherits a dry patch of land that he converts into a heavenly garden laden with various flowers, fruit trees, and paddy fields. He lovingly takes care of the garden, waters his plants, and teaches his young grandson to nurture the fruits and vegetables. The village landlord is a drunken, wayward old man who needs to be entertained by dancing girls. He has his eyes on the young village girls and commands them to serve him. One morning after a sleepless night, he goes for a wander in Bancha’s garden and is struck by its beauty. He immediately wishes to claim the land and sends his henchmen to bully the farmer. A British officer intervenes when he sees the henchmen pass noisily through the forest. He commands the landlord to give back the peasant’s land. The old man dies in rage and shock, and his ghost settles in the garden. 

			The present landlord Chhakari (Dipankar Dey) grudgingly pays Bancha his maintenance money every month. He is biding time and hoping to confiscate the land when the old farmer dies. Suddenly Bancha’s lost grandson returns with a young wife and settles down with him, much to the landlord’s chagrin. Like other villagers, the landlord also sets his eyes on the young bride, making his wife (Madhabi Mukherjee) fume with jealous anger. The exploitation of the landlords in the feudal system is treated in a satirical manner with lively dialogues and dynamic camera movements. 

			The landlord brings a doctor to check on Bancha, and it appears he is a medical marvel, living although his pulse cannot be found. The grandson and his wife take care of Bancha, and he gets stronger while the frustrated landlord starts to fall ill. Meanwhile, the previous landlord’s fearful ghost dwells on the top of the tall trees in the garden, waiting for the farmer to die. He makes appearances scaring the farmer momentarily, but the old man remains quite unfazed. 

			Meanwhile, the grandson’s wife (Bhisma Guhathakurta) is expecting her first child in winter, giving Bancha further motivation to live. The landlord now has had enough, and he hands Bancha a bottle of poison so he can end his life that night. While the young wife struggles through labor, Bancha is contemplating suicide. Eventually the landlord’s plans are thwarted when the baby is born and Bancha has a family to inherit his property. 

			The narrative holds appeal to a young audience but is not restricted to this demography. Bengali cinema has a great heritage of comedy with some classic actors excelling in this genre. This film delightfully showcases a series of popular comedians, so the audience is laughing even before the scene develops. Rabi Ghosh plays the foolish doctor (who speaks in rhyme), and Bhanu Bannerjee plays the hilarious priest hired for special prayers for the farmer’s death. Typically, these were actors invariably cast in bigger romance and social dramas, but they would also often be assembled for pure comic films that swung from social commentary to slapstick comedy.

			Tapan Sinha had trained at Pinewood Studios, England, before returning to the Calcutta film industry. He worked during the golden era of Bengali cinema when literary adaptations went down very well with the audience. Most of his films are adapted from classical literature, and many dealt with the condition of women in a male-dominated society and family structure. Sinha worked alongside the other giants of the industry, including Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, and Ritwik Ghatak, who formed the legendary filmmaker quartet. Sinha’s films were popular family entertainment, wholesome as they were classic adaptations and often featured stars from Bengal and even Bombay (e.g., Sagina Mahato, 1970, starring Dilip Kumar and Vyjanthimala).

			The protagonist is played by actor Manoj Mitra, who also wrote the story. A veteran stage actor, Mitra led the ensemble cast on a Chaplinesque journey in this laughter-inducing story with a ghost thrown in to boot. Bancha is Everyman, an ordinary bloke in a world of power and greed. Set in precolonial times, the corrupt feudal system and ruthless peasant exploitation is the social context of the comic narrative, though the allegory works even in contemporary times. Ray made a similar allegory about a dictator who is dethroned by the two village musicians Goopy and Bagha, titled Heerak Rajar Deshey (Kingdom of Diamonds, 1980). 

			Writer-actor Mitra went on to perform the role on stage for many years in a very popular production in Calcutta. With its history of famine, Partition, peasant revolt, and Marxist regime, Bengal cultural practice would return to this theme of power and oppression repeatedly.

			Further Reading
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			Bandit Queen (1994)

			Director: Shekhar Kapoor

			Screenplay: Mala Sen, Ranjit Kapoor 

			Producers: Bobby Bedi, Kaleidoscope, Channel 4 

			Cinematography: Ashok Mehta 

			Editing: Renu Saluja 

			Music: Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan

			Cast: Seema Biswas, Saurabh Shukla, Nirmal Pandey, Anirudh Agarwal, Manoj Bajpai 

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 119 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Koch Lorber)

			Bandit Queen is a controversial 1994 drama based on the life of the notorious bandit Phoolan Devi. Adapted from Mala Sen’s novel India’s Bandit Queen—the True Story of Phoolan Devi, which involved eight years of research, the film was directed by Shekhar Kapoor and produced the year Phoolan Devi was released from jail (1994). Newcomer Seema Biswas was cast as the lead character. The legendary Pakistani singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan was the music composer. 

			The film begins with the story of an eight-year-old girl, forcefully married to a much older boy, who suffers abuse and sexual violence from her husband. When she leaves her marital home and returns to her village, she is humiliated by the Thakur clan, upper-class rulers of the village who treat low-caste villagers like chattel. When she does not yield to their sexual advances, they ban her from the village.         
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					Seema Biswas in Bandit Queen (1994).

					Source: Arrow / Photofest © Arrow.

				

			

			Phoolan Devi (Seema Biswas) goes to live with her cousin Kailash (Saurabh Shukla) and encounters Babu Gujjar’s (Anirudh Agarwal) gang of dacoits. When she goes to the police to have the ban lifted, she is gang raped in police custody. The Thakurs arrange her bail but effectively throw her as bait to Babu Gujjar, a notorious gangster and violent man. Babu dislikes the humane approach Vikram Mallah (Nirmal Pandey) has toward his gang of men. When Vikram catches Babu raping Phoolan, he is outraged and shoots his head off. Phoolan now returns to her marital village and abducts her husband, exacting revenge for his abuse and rape, mercilessly beating him. She now shares her past with Vikram, with whom she has entered into a mature relationship. 

			Further trouble stirs when Baburam is released from jail and returns to the Gujjar gang. This gangster is vicious and brutal, and after he has Vikram assassinated, he brings Phoolan back to the Thakurs in her village. In a horrifying sequence, the men take their revenge on Phoolan by stripping her, parading her naked around the village, and forcing her to carry water from the well in public view. The bigger picture is of the number of rural girls who are brutalized for their gender and caste identities and how for men physical assault is the means of asserting power over women. 

			A traumatized Phoolan recovers under her cousin’s protection. There she meets another dacoit, Man Singh (Manoj Bajpai), who introduces her to a larger gang. Phoolan asks them for arms and builds her own group of bandits. She starts looting rich people to help poor villagers. Her fight is with upper-caste males, as she was brutalized as a woman for her low-caste status. She returns to her village to wreak vengeance on the Thakur men who had insulted her. She disrupts a wedding and shoots a large number of Thakur men. Phoolan Devi’s notoriety causes the national law enforcement machinery to launch a massive manhunt against her. Devi is forced to hide for months in the ravines of Chambal district. Eventually she surrenders on terms that the women and children in her group are protected. The film ends with her giving up arms on February 18, 1983. She is imprisoned in Tihar jail for eleven years and released in 1994, after which all charges are withdrawn against her. Devi becomes a national legend symbolizing both brutal victimization and transformation into female vigilante. 

			The film was controversial, drawing much flak for its graphic rape scenes constantly representing Devi as a sexual victim. Devi herself launched a legal battle against Channel 4 alleging a violation of her private life with depictions of sex and nudity. Channel 4 made an out-of-court settlement for £40,000. The film drew international interest for its subject and treatment of gender and caste violence in rural India. Actress Seema Biswas became a global face overnight, and a feminist battle waged over the film’s graphic depiction of abuse and rape, and the ethical question of telling Devi’s story truthfully. 

			The film was screened at Director’s Fortnight at Cannes and at the Edinburgh Film Festival. It won the National Award for Best Film in Hindi. At the Filmfare Awards, it won the Critics Award for Best Film and Best Director. Seema Biswas won the best debut award. It was the official Indian entry to Best Foreign Language Film at the Oscars but failed to win a nomination. Bandit Queen became a template for the biographical film genre, very popular with the Indian audience now, as are sports biographies such as Bhaag Milkha Bhaag (2013; on sprinter Milkha Singh) and Dhoni: The Untold Story (2016; on cricketer M. S. Dhoni), as well as crime bios like Talvar (2015) and Raman Raghav 2.0 (2016).

			Bhumika / THE ROLE (1977)

			Director: Shyam Benegal

			Story: Hansa Wadkar 

			Screenplay: Girish Karnad, Shyam Benegal 

			Producers: Lalit M. Bijlani, Freni Variava 

			Cinematography: Govind Nihalani 

			Editing: Bhanudas Divakar 

			Music: Vanraj Bhatia

			Cast: Smita Patil, Amol Palekar (Keshav Dalvi), Amrish Puri (Vinayak Kale), Anant Nag, Naseeruddin Shah (Sunil Verma)

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 142 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eagle)

			Bhumika (The Role) is a film based on the biography of famous actress Hansa Wadkar. A child actress forced to work to support her family, Wadkar was a prolific and popular actress from the early “talkies” era. In her life story, she comes across as a brave, rebellious woman striving relentlessly for independence as well as personal happiness. Her husband was as exploitative as her own family. She left her husband’s home several times, and at the peak of her career, she left home for three years to live with a rich landlord in the countryside. One of her best-known roles is that of the tamasha (Marathi folk dance) dancer Baya in Lokshahir Ramjoshi (1947), culminating in the classic tamasha film Sangte Aika (1959). The opening sequence of Bhumika refers back to the picture Sangte Aika. 

			After his “rural trilogy”—Ankur (1974), Nishant (1975), and Manthan (1976)—director Benegal turns to the urban world of Bombay. Bhumika is the story of Usha (Smita Patil), whose screen name is Urvashi, a famous film star of the 1940s and 1950s. Flashbacks of her childhood indicate the psychological cause of her increasing waywardness. As a child, she lived with her mother, her alcoholic father, and her grandmother, who used to be a traditional courtesan. Her miserable childhood is transformed during those moments when she takes music lessons from her grandmother, whose music had been recorded. The neighbor’s son starts taking interest in the talented Usha, and when her father dies, he steps into the household. He takes Usha to the Bombay studios where she finds work as a child artist. Usha’s story echoes many well-known actresses’ lives in the industry who had been forced to join the movies to support their parasitic families. The period setting gave Benegal the scope to show glimpses of the world of filmmaking, studio setups, popular genres, behind the scenes, and, in general, the social attitude toward women in films. 

			Usha has a meteoric rise in the industry, but her search for emotional security leads her to her costar Rajan (Anant Nag). In defiance, she marries Keshav, who keeps losing money in his business and forces Usha to continue work in films. She lives a false life of glamour and romanticism in the studios, and when she enters her home, she is isolated and distanced from her abusive husband and grudging mother. She enters another transient relationship with director Sunil (Naseeruddin Shah), which leads to a failed suicide pact. She then meets a middle-aged man, Kale (Amrish Puri), who takes her back to his feudal home to be his second wife. Despairing of the restricted life, Usha writes to husband Keshav, who rescues her with the help of the police.

			Usha returns to the hotel. Her now grown-up daughter offers her a home, but Usha prefers to stay on her own. She refuses to go back to her husband and does not respond to Rajan’s phone calls. As she looks out of the window, Usha is now composed and ready to deal with her loneliness. 

			Derek Malcolm commented in the London Film Festival program: 

			In a way she was the Joan Crawford of the Marathi scene, getting through men by the dozen and bottles by the thousand . . . what Benegal has done is to paint a magnificent visual recreation of a talented woman whose need for security was only matched by her insistence on freedom.3

			The title of the film Bhumika (The Role) is a metaphor for the predominant themes of the film—the public and private world of the protagonist, the various roles she plays in her career, and the socially sanctioned roles that she both desires and transgresses. As Benegal says in Shyam Benegal:

			Bhumika is an homage to Bombay cinema, recreating the studio atmosphere of the 1930s, 40s and 50s. The book may be egocentric but it fascinated me because it deals with a woman who is trying to find her individual place in the society of the time.4

			Benegal’s films burst onto the screen at a time when the first waves of the women’s movement were being felt in India. An extract from the autobiography was translated in English and published in Tharu and Lalita’s seminal Women Writing in India: Volume II: The 20th Century.5 Bhumika raises questions about female selfhood and family structures and about autonomy, power, and conflict. The film was a historical journey through dominant film genres and modes of production. Most important, it created a female hero whose specific world and psyche are explored in the tradition of psycho-realism.

			Benegal effectively privileged the woman’s voice of Hansa Wadkar’s autobiography, her story, and her subjectivity  through Smita Patil’s powerful depiction of Usha. Bhumika almost instantly became a film text to be discussed in the mainstream as well as feminist circles. It has been read as an extension of Satyajit Ray’s Charulata (1964), with Usha stepping out of domestic spaces and ideals. Benegal returns to the story of the performing woman in such films as Mandi (1983, the kotha singer in the prostitute quarters), Sardari Begum (1996, the thumri singer performing a semiclassical music genre that is rapidly dying out), and Zubeidaa (2001, the aspiring actress who marries royalty). 

			Smita Patil’s powerful performance received due recognition in India and abroad, fetching her the National Award for Best Actress. The film collapsed on its first release, then did a little better in the second release. When it was time for the third release, there was enough good word of mouth for the film to become a success. In the pre-television era, a film could be released two or three times. Now if a film collapses it goes into oblivion, there is no opportunity to revive it.

			Further Reading
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			BOBBY (1973)

			Director: Raj Kapoor 

			Story/Screenplay: Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, Jainendra Jain 

			Producers: Raj Kapoor, R. K. Films 

			Cinematography: Radhu Karmakar 

			Editing: Raj Kapoor 

			Music: Laxmikant-Pyarelal

			Cast: Rishi Kapoor, Dimple Kapadia, Pran, Durga Khote, Farida Jalal

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 169 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Bobby is a mainstream romantic drama made in 1973. Produced and directed by the biggest showman of popular cinema, Raj Kapoor, Bobby became a cult youth film and was hugely successful. The movie was a trendsetter as it played out a young romance against the backdrop of class prejudice. Dimple Kapadia made her debut as Bobby Braganza and Raj Kapoor’s own son Rishi Kapoor was cast in his first lead role. Bobby was a blockbuster, the biggest hit of 1973 and the second biggest hit of the 1970s. It was ranked one of the top twenty-five Indian films by Indiatimes Movies. 

			Raj Nath (Rishi Kapoor), the only child of rich businessman Mr. Nath (Pran), is freshly out of boarding school and returns home to Goa to a ceremonious welcome party. He falls in love with 16-year-old Bobby (Dimple Kapadia), a Goan Christian fisherman’s daughter. Raj’s parents have always been too busy with their lives, and Mr. Nath has been parenting by proxy using his nanny, Mrs. D’sa (Durga Khote). When he drops by to visit her, the door is opened by a beautiful young girl who introduces herself as Bobby. Later that evening at the party, Raj meets Bobby, this time accompanied by her grandmother to the big house to meet Rajubaba (as she affectionately addresses her protégé). An older woman tries to flirt with Raj but notices that he has eyes only for Bobby.

			Love grows swiftly between the teenagers as they swing in fantasy hills and valleys to the tunes of beautiful songs. Passionately in love, they find themselves locked in a room, setting the locale for the famous song “Hum tum ek kamre me bandh ho” (“You and I Are Locked in a Room and the Key Is Lost”). 

			Predictably, the parents find out about the affair and are terribly upset. Mr. Nath confronts D’Souza who is accused of using Bobby to entrap Raj for his wealth. D’Souza erupts with verbal abuse and drives Nath away. Raj is then forcefully engaged to a mentally challenged girl (Farida Jalal) who belongs to a rich family. Disgusted with his parents’ greed and insensitivity, Raj decides to leave home. Meanwhile, Bobby has been put under house arrest and Mrs. D’sa is keeping guard. 

			Raj escapes from the engagement party and drives to Bobby’s house. He pleads with Mrs. D’sa who allows him to meet Bobby for the last time. Raj and Bobby escape through the first-floor window and speed off on his bike. The police are on the chase, and after reading about the missing couple in the newspapers, a group of goons are also on the chase.

			Pushed to a point of no escape with the police and the goons close on their heels, the young couple jump from a cliff into the deep ocean, claiming if they cannot live together they can die together. In a climactic moment, the fathers realize they love their children more than any social prestige and jump in the waters to save their children. 

			Bobby celebrates the purity of young love and dreams and how the material world strangles this love. Adults caught in ego battles and class prejudices are unwilling to even recognize such love. Only with the imminent threat of losing their children do the parents come around. Director Kapoor, who has some of the most romantic films to his credit (Awaara, 1951; Shri 420, 1955; Sangam, 1964), offers a perfectly pitched young romance with a lesson for adults trapped in their worldview. 

			Bobby marked a welcome change to the aging concept of 1960s romance with heroes like Shammi Kapoor and Rajendra Kumar who were well beyond their prime. Director Kapoor managed a casting coup with debutant Dimple and his own son Rishi Kapoor, evoking the magical 1950s onscreen and off-screen romance of himself and his leading lady, Nargis. 

			The stereotypical Hindi film romance was challenged by real issues of teenage romance, forbidden love, and parental resistance to children’s choice. By the early 1970s, fresh film narratives addressed the urgency of relationships and sexual attraction (Bobby had the first teenage kiss in Hindi cinema). Kapoor continued his critique of double values of the adult world, obsessions with greed, and class difference. 

			Bobby offered the best of Raj Kapoor’s brand of cinema: an emotionally engaging story, stunning locations (Goa and Kashmir), and a terrific soundtrack with five songs that became youth anthems. The young actors delivered marvelous performances, and the new male singer Shailendra Singh immediately became a star. Like Kapoor’s past productions, the song sequences were spectacularly choreographed and filmed. Songs gained phenomenal popularity through radio and record sales. Bobby merchandise like hairclips, accessories, and polka dot shirts became the rage with young girls. 

			Rishi Kapoor won the Filmfare Award for Best Actor, Dimple Kapadia won the Best Actress Award, and they became youth icons of the 1970s. Dimple’s sudden fame was eclipsed as she married superstar Rajesh Khanna and retired temporarily. Rishi Kapoor eventually paired up with young actress Neetu Singh in several youth films, and the two married after a few years. 

			Bobby indicated a new modernity for India. For the generation who grew up in the 1970s, Bobby remains a big reference point not only for films but also in social values and parental responsibility. This was the generation who recognized that parental authority cannot be unreasonable and will not remain unchallenged.6 

			In Raj Kapoor: The Fabulous Showman, Bunny Reuben says Bobby became a sensational box office hit. It not only restored Raj Kapoor money-wise to the kind of position he loved to be in, but it also did something far more important. It restored Raj Kapoor ego-wise in the eyes of the movie industry and the entire world of films to the position he loved to be in—kingpin of them all, the biggest and best filmmaker in Indian cinema.7

			Bombay (1995)

			Director: Mani Ratnam

			Story/Screenplay: Mani Ratnam

			Producers: Mani Ratnam, S. Sriram, Jhamu Sughand 

			Cinematography: Rajiv Menon 

			Editing: Suresh Urs 

			Music: A. R. Rahman

			Cast: Arvind Swamy, Manisha Koirala, Tinnu Anand, Nassar

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 130 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Bombay (1995) is a Tamil film later dubbed into Hindi and Telugu. Directed by Mani Ratnam, it is the second movie of his trilogy between Roja (1992) and Dil Se . . . (1998). Bombay is believed to be loosely based on Come See the Paradise (1990), directed by Alan Parker. The picture concerns two star-crossed lovers caught in the midst of sharp communal differences and riots between Hindus and Muslims with the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya between December 1992 and January 1993. 

			Shekhar (Arvind Swamy) is a journalism student who has just returned to his village located on the coastal area of Tamil Nadu. Getting off the boat, he has a first glimpse of Shaila Bano (Manisha Koirala) whose niqab (veil) flutters in the wind. It is love at first sight for them. Driven by intense passion, Shekhar contrives of ways to meet her. Although shy and afraid at first, Shaila finally reciprocates his feelings and agrees to marry him. But Shekhar belongs to an orthodox Hindu Brahmin family while Shaila is Muslim. Shekhar meets Shaila’s father, Basheer Ahmed (Kitty) to seek her hand in marriage. But Basheer, along with Shekhar’s father (Nassar), objects to the marriage. Belonging to two different religions and coming from an area where it was almost unimaginable for interreligious marriages, Shaila and Shekhar face severe objections and hardships in their path to marital union. 

			Shekhar leaves for Bombay to begin his work as an agency proofreader and vows to never come back to their village. However, he keeps sending letters to Shaila from Bombay urging her to come to him. After some time, Shaila arrives in Bombay, and she and Shekhar obtain a marriage registry right away. All goes well for the newlywed couple, and soon Shaila is pregnant. Back in the village, their fathers receive news about the new members of their families. They gradually try to put their differences aside and take a shared interest in the upbringing of their twin grandsons, Kabir Narayan and Kamal Basheer.

			In the larger world of politics and religion, tensions brew between Hindu-Muslim communities surrounding the Babri Masjid debate. The “Ayodhya Dispute,” as it is also popularly called, is a debate surrounding a particular plot of land in Ayodhya, which is believed to have been the birthplace of Ram. It is also largely believed by the followers of the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) that a temple was demolished in order to erect the Babri Masjid in its place and so the plot originally belonged to the Hindus. The demolition of the Masjid took place on December 6, 1992, followed by communal riots in various parts of the country. In his documentary Ram Ke Naam (In the Name of God, 1992), Anand Patwardhan documents the campaign on the part of the VHP in order to demolish the Babri Masjid; the events that led up to the demolition and the subsequent riots that followed in its wake.8           
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					Manisha Koirala and Arvind Swamy in Bombay (1995).

					Source: Eros International / Photofest © Eros International.

				

			

			As these communal riots begin, Shekhar and Shaila face a number of violent attacks. Their house is set on fire, and both Shekhar’s and Shaila’s parents die in the conflagration. Shekhar and Shaila lose their twin sons in the crowd during a stampede; they look everywhere but are unable to find their children. Toward the end of the film, Shekhar and Shaila try to reason with their respective fellow community members about the futility of the riot. Bombay ends with the twins returning to their parents. 

			Mani Ratnam was applauded for his valiant effort in dealing with such a sensitive topic as the Ayodhya dispute as the background for his film. Aside from this trilogy, Ratnam’s other notable pictures from his filmography include Nayakan (1987), Thalapathi (1991), Iruvar (1997), Guru (2007), Anjali (1990), Saathiya (2002), Kannathil Muthamittal (2002), and Yuva (2004). 

			Academy Award winner A. R. Rahman’s soundtrack for Bombay is considered a masterpiece in the form. Notable mentions are such beautiful and melodious songs as “Kannaalane (Kehna Hi Kya),” “Uriye Uriye (Tu Hi Re),” and “Andha Arabi Kadaloram (Hamma Hamma).” Rahman’s contributions to music have earned him the title of “Mozart of Madras,” and he has been included in the Time’s List of the World’s 100 Most Influential People.

			Bombay saw the reappearance of Arvind Swamy in this second film of the trilogy after Roja (1992). A popular face of Tamil cinema, his notable films include Sapnay (1997), Saat Rang Ke Sapne (1997), and Dear Dad (2016). The leading lady of Bombay, Manisha Koirala, is not only a delight to see for her innocence, beauty, and charm but is also very impressive with her sensitive, emotional, and powerful performance. Koirala is famous for such films as 1942: A Love Story (1994), Akele Hum Akele Tum (1995), Khamoshi: The Musical (1996), Gupt: The Hidden Truth (1997), and Lajja (2001). 

			Ratnam’s Bombay has been critically acclaimed for its poignant depiction of human relationships against the backdrop of political turmoil. The film has won a number of National Awards as well as Filmfare Awards. It was also appreciated internationally and won the Gala Award at the Edinburgh International Film Festival (Scotland) in 1995, the Special Award at the Political Film Society Awards (United States) in 1996, and the Best Feature Award at the Jerusalem Film Festival (Israel) in 2003. 
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			CALCUTTA 71 (1971)

			Director: Mrinal Sen

			Story/Screenplay: Manik Bandopadhyay, Probodh Sanyal, Samaresh Basu 

			Producer: D. S. Sultania 

			Cinematography: K. K. Mahajan 

			Editing: Gangadhar Naskar 

			Music: Ananda Shankar

			Cast: Utpal Dutt, Madhabi Mukherjee, Gita Sen

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 101 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Angel)

			The film is a collection of stories about Bengal and contemporary Calcutta, focusing on the poverty, political violence, and the indifference of the rich. It is the second of the Calcutta trilogy made by Mrinal Sen who believed in political cinema and expounded a Marxist view of society in Bengal, class difference, and the struggle of the deprived. The script is adapted from several short stories by powerful writers of the time who were critiquing society in Bengal. The film comments on sociopolitical life in the 1970s ranging from the Naxalite movement and student unrest, rural poverty and smuggling of food and arms, the urban upper class distanced from the poor masses, and police violence. 

			The first story is about a family in a dilapidated hut caught up in incessant rain. When they finally evacuate their home and seek shelter in another building, they only find that many other families have already taken shelter there. 

			The second story is set during the Great Famine of Bengal in 1942, when food was barred during the Second World War. The story is about a mother and her two daughters who have turned to prostitution because they are unable to battle their poverty and starvation anymore. Their cousin visits from Delhi and confronts this harsh truth. Despondent, he leaves for Delhi. The middle-class women giving up their morality was a decisive statement on gender politics and the economy of the state. The optimism of independence and the new nation was beginning to wear thin, and the malaise of the state, class difference, war and famine impacting family structures, and the exploitation of women were increasingly evident. 

			A third story is about a rural family in which the elder son gives up education and travels by train to smuggle rice from the city. He is intolerant of the rich, and when insulted by a city man, he throws him off the moving train. Meanwhile, in the city a group of elites from Calcutta meet for a musical soiree and party. They talk idly of politics yet are far removed from the ground reality of the poor and oppressed. A rich businessman mouths ideology but is in fact a tyrannical employer who abuses and exploits his workers. The corruption and indifference of the city is finally driven home when a young student is chased on the streets and killed by the police. 

			Calcutta in the 1970s was seething with dissent. The Partition had led to a large refugee problem in the city, and the famine of 1942 had squeezed the city of its resources; by the end of the 1960s, the Naxalbari movement had stirred large numbers of students to armed dissent. 

			Calcutta 71 won the National Award for Best Film (regional). The New Cinema movement had just begun with filmmakers turning away from expensive studio productions and star systems to real locations, fresh talent, and collaborations with fiction writers and dramatists. In fact, Sen’s film Bhuvan Shome (1969) is considered the first film in the New Cinema genre. Sen’s trilogy included Interview (1971) and Padatik (The Guerilla Fighter, 1973).

			The New Cinema movement was helmed by three giant filmmakers from Bengal—Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, and Ritwik Ghatak. Ray had won international fame with his Apu trilogy—Pather Panchali (Song of the Road, 1955), Aporajito (Unvanquished, 1956), and Apur Sansar (The World of Apu, 1959)—and, in the 1970s, directed his city trilogy: Pratidwandi (Adversary, 1970), Seemabaddha (Company Limited, 1971), and Jana Aranya (The Middleman, 1976). Ray’s films were more middle class and literary whereas Sen was far more leftist in ideology; his films were politically more explicit, which earned him the reputation of a Marxist filmmaker. Ghatak’s Partition films dealing with the refugee condition and appalling loss of human dignity are evoked worldwide even today. They are Meghey Dhaka Tara (Cloudcapped Star, 1960), Komal Gandhar (E-flat, 1961), and Subarnarekha (Golden Lining, 1962). 

			Sen made a documentary on his beloved city titled Calcutta: My El-Dorado (1989). The city is featured in many of his films as his muse, his inspiration, and his obsession. His characters are drawn from various classes and segments of the city, and he explores the psyche of the Calcuttan, the value system, social codes, gender roles, duplicity, and hypocrisy. Sen’s films have been shown in all major international film festivals, and he has served on international film juries several times. Retrospectives have been hosted in major cities around the world. He has won the Padmabhushan, the Osian Lifetime Achievement Award, and the Commandeur de l’ Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (Commander of the Order of the Arts and Letters). He has won National Awards several times for his films and direction. However, in 2012 he was not invited to the Kolkata International Film Festival Awards as he had been openly critical about the present government. 

			CHADMABESHI / IN DISGUISE (1971)

			Director: Agradoot

			Story/Screenplay: Mahendra Chakraborty, Subir Hajra

			Producers: Shib Narayan Dutta, Bibhuti Laha 

			Cinematography: Baidyanath Basak, Bibhuti Laha 

			Editing: Baidyanath Chatterjee 

			Cast: Uttam Kumar, Madhabi Mukherjee, Ajoy Banerjee, Jyotsna Biswas, Samita Biswas, Subhendu Chatterjee, Tarun Kumar, Ashok Mitra

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 122 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Chadmabeshi (In Disguise) is a 1971 Bengali comedy starring Uttam Kumar and Madhabi Mukherjee in the lead roles and was made by the production company Agradoot. This team was formed in 1946 and comprised technicians who collaborated together to sign the name of the director. It consisted of Bibhuti Laha as the cameraman, Jatin Datta handling the sound department, Bimal Ghosh in charge of production, Sailen Ghosh in charge of lab work, and Nitai Bhattacharya as the scenarist. The story of Chadmabeshi is based on the story “Chhodobeshi” penned by Upendranath Ganguly. 

			The story begins with Abanish (Uttam Kumar) and Sulekha (Madhabi Mukherjee), a newlywed couple settling into their married life. The two drop in for a visit at Madhabi’s father’s house. Due to the suddenness of the wedding, Sulekha’s sister Labanya (Anubha Gupta) and her husband, Prashanta (Bikash Roy), who live in Allahabad, had been unable to attend. As they chat with Madhabi’s elder brother, Haripada (Ashok Mitra), Abanish comes up with a plan to play a prank on Prashanta and Labanya. Prashanta had been looking for a Bengali driver who was well read, fluent in Bengali, honest, and decent. As Labanya and Prashanta had not seen the groom yet, Abanish decides to visit them disguised as a potential driver. 

			Abanish goes to Allahabad ahead of Madhabi to give the interview for the job. After a comical round of interviews, Abanish—masking his true identity under the false name of Gourhari—is selected. Gourhari is inducted into his role as the driver that very day, and Prashanta and Labanya are impressed with his work. After a few days, Sulekha arrives and pretends to know Gourhari from before. Gourhari also makes it known to Labanya that Sulekha was quite affectionate toward him. Labanya tells Gourhari not to speak in such a manner. 

			While Sulekha and Gourhari keep up their charade, they long to spend time with each other. And they try to find ways to do so secretly. On one occasion during one of Sulekha’s drives with Gourhari, Prashanta, on his way back home from work, sees Sulekha sitting next to the driver’s seat. He comes home and tells his wife about it. Labanya at first refuses to believe him but then questions her sister, Sulekha, who admits to the accusation on the excuse that sitting in the front seat would have saved her from an accident as Gourhari was driving pretty rashly that day. 

			After a few days, Labanya and Prashanta receive a letter about Abanish’s arrival. As they prepare to host their new brother-in-law, a catastrophe occurs—Sulekha runs away with Gourhari. Filled with embarrassment at Sulekha’s act, Labanya and Prashanta start to think of ways of breaking the news to Abanish once he arrives. Subimal (Subhendu Chatterjee) arrives at Allahabad disguised as Abanish. They tell him that Sulekha is away at a friend’s house and will return in a few days. Subimal pretends to get angry and threatens to leave upon finding out Gourhari has driven her to the friend’s house. He throws a brief tantrum saying his suspicions were right all along. Binoy (Tarun Kumar), who had been Abanish’s (the real Abanish) roommate while studying in Edinburgh, volunteers to host him at his house.

			Binoy’s cousin Basudha (Jyotsna Biswas) is weak in the subject of botany, so when the false Abanish arrives, she seeks his help as she is under the impression that he holds a doctorate in botany. Subimal thus finds himself in a fix being a professor of physics and is unable to answer any of her queries regarding the subject. Basudha thinks that Abanish is unwilling to teach her. She is hurt, but Subimal, who had come to like her, tells her about the entire prank that was going on in order to avoid further misunderstandings. Binoy’s wife, Latika (Samita Biswas), finds the intimacy between Abanish (Subimal) and Basudha, odd and she confides in Binoy her feelings. They tell Prashanta and Labanya about the new and extremely objectionable developments going on in their house. They are extremely embarrassed as Abanish had expressed his desire to marry Basudha. By the time Gourhari and Sulekha return, Basudha and Abanish are already married. Sulekha gives them her blessings much to the surprise of Latika and Labanya. It is at this time that Binoy and Gourhari finally put an end to the prank and tell everyone the truth. Everyone is relieved at this revelation, and the film ends on a happy note. 

			Although the film has an ensemble cast, Uttam Kumar clearly stands out in the crowd with his impeccable comic timing and charisma. Kumar earned for himself the status of an icon in the Bengali film industry with more than a hundred films to his name. His pairing with Suchitra Sen in mostly romantic films is legendary for their unparalleled chemistry. Uttam Kumar’s contribution to Bengali cinema has been monumental with films like Saptapadi (1961), Harano Sur (1957), Sagarika (1956), Sanyasi Raja (1975), Deya Neya (1963), Antony Firingee (1967), Chaowa Pawa (1959), Chiriakhana (1967), and Nishipadma (1970) to name only a few of the most famous. But it was only with Satyajit Ray’s Nayak (1966) that Uttam Kumar cemented his foothold in the industry as “the icon” of Bengali cinema and was bestowed with the title of “Mahanayak” (Superhero).

			Chadmabeshi was widely appreciated and was remade in Hindi as Chupke Chupke (1975), directed by Hrishikesh Mukherjee. Similarly, Golpo Holeo Satyi (1966) was another Bengali film remade into Hindi as Bawarchi (1972) and with Rajesh Khanna, the first superstar of Bollywood, in the leading role. Other Bengali films of the comedy genre in family fare are Dhanyee Meye (1971), Basanta Bilap (1973), Parash Pathar (1958), and Sharey Chuattar (1953). These family comedies stemmed from middle-class values, encouraged family outings to the cinema, and consolidated ideas of good taste and culture.

			Further Reading

			Mullick, Swapan. Mahanayak Revisited: The World of Uttam Kumar. Etichetta, India: Westland & Traquebar Press, 2013.

			Chan Pardesi / STRANGERS (1980)

			Director: Chitrarath Kumar

			Story: Baldev Gill

			Screenplay: Ravinder Peepat

			Producers: Baldev Gill, Ravinder Cheema 

			Cinematography: Manmohan Singh 

			Editing: Subhash Sehgal 

			Music: Uttam Singh

			Cast: Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Rama Vij, Amrish Puri, Raj Babbar, Om Puri, Sunita Dhir, Rajni Sharma

			Language: Punjabi

			Specs: 147 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Chan Pardesi (Strangers) is a famous Punjabi drama made in 1980. A National Award winner, the film was a debut platform for a host of fresh talent, many of whom made it big in Bollywood cinema over the next few decades. This was a seminal film that debuted legendary Bollywood crew like Manmohan Singh (camera) and Uttam Singh (music). Themes of family secrets, betrayals, women’s honor, and illegitimacy are wrapped around a gripping drama with excellent performances by the lead cast. A runaway hit when released, it earned legendary status in Punjabi films and has had a huge influence on mainstream storytelling. Traditions of drama and music from Punjab were always part of mainstream Hindi cinema, and sequences from this film were clear influences on leading romantic directors like Yash Chopra. The use of folk songs, wedding songs, dancing village belles, and romantic couples framed against the rolling fields and village pathways became standard components in Yash Chopra films, which, in the 1990s, reached out in a huge way to the diaspora Indian audience recreating nostalgic images of back home.

			Nek (Kulbhushan Kharbanda) is an honest farmer in love with the beautiful village girl Kammo (Rama Vij). He works for landlord Jagirdar Joginder Singh (Amrish Puri) who also has an eye on Kammo. During the village festival of Jaggo (in which women stay up singing and dancing all night), Joginder stands on his terrace and finds the graceful Kammo very attractive. Nek wishes to marry the girl he loves only after he has made some money. The landlord takes his deputy Tulsi (Om Puri) in confidence and persuades him to send Nek out of the village for work. While Nek is away, the landlord rapes Kammo. He then gives Nek some money so he can marry his girl. 

			Nek is overjoyed until Kammo’s son is born and he learns the child is not his but Joginder’s. Accusing his wife of infidelity, he leaves the house. In a turn of events, he kills a man, is tried in court, and sentenced to twenty years in prison. 

			Kammo struggles against poverty and raises her beloved son Laali (Raj Babbar). Young Laali now fancies the beautiful village girl Channi (Sunita Dhir) and wishes to marry her. Kammo does not give permission, reminding him that Channi is like a sister. She wishes him to marry another girl of her choice, Nimmo (Rajni Sharma). 

			Laali brings the money for Channi’s wedding to Joginder, but his deputy Tulsi is about to steal the money. Laali intervenes and beats up Tulsi who is then fired. At a climactic moment, the horrific truth is out, and Joginder finds out that Laali is his biological son. Joginder is arrested before Channi’s wedding. Nek has now returned to the village seeking vengeance, but he learns Joginder has already been sent to prison. The long-suffering Kammo is ecstatic when her husband returns and she has him and her son by her side. All is well as Laali romances Nimmo. 

			Chan Pardesi is considered a classic and enjoys legendary status in Punjabi cinema. An early sequence when Kammo makes food and meets Nek in the fields is clearly inspired by the epic film Mother India (1957). Chan Pardesi, in turn, created sequence templates that have been repeatedly evoked and redesigned in Bollywood films, notably in Yash Chopra’s Veer Zara (2004) and Aditya Chopra’s Dilwale Dulhaniya le Jayengey (1995). 

			The film rights were bought by Blue Horse Films in 2016. As the original 35mm negative had been considerably damaged, the movie has been restored frame by frame by a painstaking process under the supervision of the original cinematographer, Manmohan Singh. Singh has had a successful career in Bollywood as well as Hollywood and Canada. As the frame edges were beyond repair, the ratio had to be changed to a wider 1.85:1 format at Filmlabs, Mumbai. The sound was restored by the original sound recordist, J. S. Cheema, at Cheema Studios, Chandigarh. Blue Horse Films announced plans to release the digital version of the picture at the 2017 Toronto Film Festival. They also announced plans to make a sequel in 2017 under the direction of Simran Sidhu, a product of the London Film School. 

			Further Reading

			Parmar, Prabhjot. “From Lahore to Bombay . . . to Vancouver: The Checkered Journey of Punjabi Cinema.” In Routledge Handbook of Indian Cinemas, edited by K. Moti Gokulsing and Wimal Dissanayake. London: Routledge, 2013.

			CHANDNI / moonlight (1989)

			Director: Yash Chopra

			Story/Screenplay: Kamna Chandra, Umesh Kalbagh, Arun Kaul, Sagar Sarhadi

			Producers: Yash Chopra, T. Subbarami Reddy 

			Cinematography: Manmohan Singh 

			Editing: Keshav Naidu 

			Music: Shiv-Hari

			Cast: Sridevi, Rishi Kapoor, Vinod Khanna, Waheeda Rehman

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 187 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj)

			Chandni (Moonlight) is a 1989 Hindi-language drama made by Yash Chopra. The film was a phenomenal success, and its significance lies in the fact that it largely brought an end to the violent era in Indian cinema marked mostly by Amitabh Bachchan’s films such as Zanjeer (1973), Sholay (1975), Deewar (1975), and Muqaddar Ka Sikandar (1978). These films subsequently popularized the image of the “angry young man” fuming under political, economic, and social upheaval. Chandni was also instrumental in bringing an end to Chopra’s lean phase in his filmmaking career. The movie stars Rishi Kapoor from Raj Kapoor’s Bobby fame; the first female superstar of Hindi cinema, Sridevi; and Vinod Khanna in the lead roles. The film deals with a typical love triangle.

			The story of Chandni begins with Rohit (Rishi Kapoor) spotting Chandni (Sridevi) at a wedding function of her relative. It is love at first sight for Rohit, but Chandni needs a little more wooing, as she keeps running away from him. He follows her around until she finally accepts his proposal. In time, the two fall madly in love with each other and are engaged to be married. 

			In an unfortunate turn of events, Rohit becomes paralyzed on the right side of his body after falling from a helicopter. Depressed and struck with insecurity, Rohit starts to push Chandni away from him. Rohit’s family begins to blame her for his condition. Deeply saddened and driven away by reproach, Chandni shifts to Bombay and takes up a job at a travel agency trying hard to forget her engagement to Rohit. 

			The travel agency is managed by Lalit (Vinod Khanna), a widower. He falls in love with Chandni and wants to marry her. She, in turn, intent on erasing Rohit from her life completely, agrees to his marriage proposal. Meanwhile Rohit is treated for his paralytic condition at a hospital in Switzerland. Once fully recovered, he returns to India and arrives at Chandni’s doorstep. Rohit proposes to her, but Chandni tells him that she is already engaged to be married to someone else.

			On the day of Chandni’s wedding with Lalit, Rohit arrives in a completely drunken state and makes a scene. Chandni is mortified when Rohit almost falls down a flight of stairs. Lalit notices the love for Rohit in Chandni’s eyes and decides to call off the wedding and unite the two lovers. Eventually Rohit and Chandni are married. 

			The late 1980s marked a change in Indian cinema as it saw the resurgence of romantic films with Mansoor Khan’s Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak (1988) and Sooraj R. Barjatya’s Maine Pyar Kiya (1989). These films were hugely successful and gave space to budding talents such as Aamir Khan, Salman Khan, Bhagya-shree, and Juhi Chawla.

			Chandni is popularly remembered for the beautiful white clothes donned by Sridevi, which became popularly known as the “Chandni Look.” The character of Chandni grew iconic as she became the epitome of the ideal woman—girls emulated her, and men became enamored by her. There were few films at that time that were heroine centered like Chandni. Although Sridevi made the character of Chandni what it is today, it would be interesting to know that Yash Chopra had initially considered Rekha for the role. It was only later that he changed his mind and decided to cast Sridevi.

			Aside from the simple yet beautiful costumes and refreshing romance between Sridevi and Rishi Kapoor, Chandni is popularly remembered for its music, primarily songs such as “Chandni O Meri Chandni,” “Main Sasural Nahi Jaungi,” “Mitwa,” and “Mere Haathon Mein,” with the latter becoming a particular favorite dance number and a rage among young girls. It tops the song list in any North Indian wedding even to this day. 

			Chandni was a blockbuster hit, running for about fifteen weeks at Metro Cinema where it premiered in September 1989. It bagged the Best Popular Film Providing Wholesome Entertainment Award at the 37th National Film Awards and also the Best Cinematographer Award at the 35th Filmfare Awards. Aside from this, it received a number of other nominations—namely, for Best Film, Best Director, Best Actor, Best Actress, Best Music, Best Lyricist, and Best Male Singer. 

			CHARULATA / THE LONELY WIFE (1964)

			Director: Satyajit Ray

			Screenplay: Satyajit Ray 

			Story: Rabindranath Tagore (“Nashtaneer”)

			Producer: R. D. Bansal 

			Cinematography: Subrata Mitra 

			Editing: Satyajit Ray 

			Music: Satyajit Ray

			Cast: Madhabi Mukherjee, Soumitra Chatterjee, Sailen Mukherjee

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 117 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Criterion)

			Charulata (The Lonely Wife) is a Bengali drama based on Tagore’s short story “Nashtaneer” (“The Broken Nest”). The film is set in 1860s Victorian-era Calcutta. 

			In the upper-class household of Bengali publisher Bhupati (Sailen Mukherjee) his neglected wife Charulata (Madhabi Mukherjee) spends an idle life. Charu is educated and creative but has no opportunity to use her talents. Domestic life is regimented, and she meets her husband only during meal times when he talks about his work and politics.

			Bhupati invites his young cousin Amal (Soumitra Chatterjee) to visit and keep Charu company. Amal is an aspiring writer, and he is asked to help Charu with her writing. Charu develops deeper feelings for Amal, and her balanced life is thrown into a storm. Amal leaves out of guilt, breaking Charu’s heart. Bhupati realizes the truth and is shocked when he walks into the bedroom where Charu is crying. He rushes out of the house, but upon his return, Charu and Bhupati have reached out to each other with a hesitant gesture, though the outcome remains untold. 

			Ray says the Tagore story was a favorite for him, and in an interview with Andrew Robinson, he states that, in his opinion,

			it has a western quality to it and the film obviously shares that quality. . . . [T]he whole idea of the debar (brother-in-law) character and the wife’s relationship is very Bengali, deeply rooted in convention. But what happens, the denouncement, is more western than Indian, I think.1

			Ray spent many months researching the late nineteenth-century background in which he set the film. Working with the wonderfully talented art director Bansi Chandragupta, Ray created the splendid, detailed interiors in the studios. The sets were modeled on upper-class houses in colonial Calcutta where the furniture and props suggest the intriguing combination of Western décor and traditional Indian lifestyle. The living room has a piano, bookcase, and paintings on wallpapered interiors. In contrast, the meals are partaken on the floor in traditional bellmetal plates.

			Robinson describes the beauty of the film set, which has been kept as true to the description in the story, adding

			Charulata sets are as convincing as its performances: not a single interior was shot on location. This is a tremendous achievement by Chandragupta and Ray, when one considers that almost the entire film takes place indoors. . . . They illustrate Chandragupta’s dictum that “a set should exist only in relation to the script.”2             
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					Soumitra Chatterjee and Madhabi Mukherjee in Charulata / The Lonely Wife (1964).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Ray cast Madhabi Mukherjee in the role of Charulata. A classic photogenic Bengali beauty, she is captured lovingly through Mitra’s camera framed against the detailed interiors, making the film a visual delight. The opening sequence is considered a classic reference in Indian cinema as Charu sits with her embroidery in her bedchamber on a lazy afternoon. When the clock strikes four, she calls to the servant to take tea to her husband’s room. She then walks into the heavily decorated living room and uses opera glasses to look at the world outside through the shuttered windows. Her preoccupied husband walks in to find a book and leaves the room without noticing her. A zoom lens is used to film Charu raise the glasses to view her husband as he walks through the corridor.

			The young Amal walks in through a thunderstorm—pointing to the domestic storm that will brew soon after. He is dramatic but jovial and friendly. He plays the piano and sings for Charu who warms up to him and starts writing her memoirs in a creative spurt. When her stories get published in a literary magazine, Amal’s ego is hurt, and he distances himself. Charu has grown to care for him and is distraught when he suddenly leaves. Bhupati realizes that Charu has grown too fond of his brother. The film ends with the estranged couple reaching out to each other. In a finely nuanced portrayal, Madhabi Mukherjee explores Charu’s loneliness, her growing literary ambitions, and her infatuation with Amal. The intimate relation echoes Tagore’s own relationship with his sister-in-law Kadambari, who was his muse and critic. 

			Winner of the National Award for Best Film, Charulata was Ray’s own favorite and has for decades been considered a classic of international cinema. It is widely regarded as one of the best films from India as well as one of the most significant texts about women’s role in a changing social milieu. Charulata has had an iconic representation at various festivals, showcased globally over the decades. Ray received the Best Director Award at Berlin for the film. The film was showcased in 2013 in the Cannes Classic section. Penelope Houston wrote in Sight and Sound, “the interplay of sophistication and simplicity is extraordinary.” The Times in London remarked that the film’s Victorian-era upper-class family “of India was more English than in England.”3 Calcutta was the first capital of the British Raj and, understandably, the English language, education, and social codes were adapted by the upper classes quite readily. While the men interacted with the outside world, the educated women had no opportunity to participate in the public domain. Literary magazines offered early opportunities, and significantly, the Tagore family ran a magazine that published women’s writing. This was groundbreaking in the mid-nineteenth century and echoes the history of Western Victorian-era women writers like Jane Austen and the Brontes. 

			Charulata has been a major reference text in Indian cinema history. In a beautiful scene, Charu and Amal are outdoors in the gardens. Charu sings a Tagore song, “Phuley phuley,” on a swing. She then remembers her childhood days and starts writing about the world she has left behind. (The scene is recreated in a modern classic Parineeta (2005), and the actress Vidya Balan is made to look like the character Charu.) The piano in the living room is typically a major prop in big Bollywood productions, but in this film, the song sequence on the piano is layered with nuanced drama as Amal teases Charu and then waltzes with her to a recognizable Western tune. The song sequence thus carries forward both the story and the relationships. 

			In the original story, Tagore raises questions of the woman’s role in a swiftly changing society. Upper-class girls received education, but their lives were confined to their homes. Change in the outside world would inevitably shake and disturb the home’s inner world. The women’s question in the nineteenth century asks how the new woman will negotiate tradition and modernity and find a place in the new patriarchy. Both Tagore and Ray repeatedly return to this theme of social change and gender roles as in The Home and the World.

			Chokher Bali / Chokher Bali: A PASSION PLAY (2003)

			Director: Rituparno Ghosh

			Screenplay: Rituparno Ghosh 

			Story: Rabindranath Tagore

			Producers: Shrikant Mohta, Mahendra Soni 

			Cinematography: Aveek Mukhopadhyay 

			Editing: Arghakamal Mitra 

			Music: Debajyoti Mishra

			Cast: Aishwarya Rai, Prasenjit Chatterjee, Tota Roy Chowdhury, Raima Sen 

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 167 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Chokher Bali (Chokher Bali: A Passion Play) is set in 1905, when Lord Curzon first threatened to partition Bengal. The first signs of the nationalist movement are evident. Against this backdrop of threatened Partition, the filmic narrative is about the fragmentation of a household, of friendships, and of lovers. 

			Mahendra (Prasenjit Chatterjee) is the only son of an upper-class Bengali household in north Calcutta. He studies medicine at university and pays no attention to his mother’s plan of finding him a bride. His best friend Behari (Tota Roy Chowdhury) is a nationalist and wears khadi (hand-spun cotton). Mahendra is westernized in taste and attire and has European furniture and artwork to decorate his house. There is an inherent rivalry between the friends, so when Behari goes to see a prospective bride, Mahendra announces he likes Asha (Raima Sen) and marries her. 

			Mahendra’s mother goes to her country home for a few days and brings back with her the enigmatic young widow Binodini (Aishwarya Rai). Binodini is educated and beautiful, but her status as a widow makes her marginalized in the household. Binodini becomes friendly with child bride Asha, and her stark white widow’s garment contrasts with Asha’s jewelry, colorful clothes, and marriage signs. Binodini slowly starts bringing change in the household, teaching the mother and aunt the art of tea drinking. She cuts the overgrown tree outside so there is more daylight available in Asha’s bedchamber. She engages in witty conversation with the men, and they are both attracted to her. Lighthearted bantering takes a serious turn when Mahendra starts having an affair with Binodini. 

			Mahendra’s upset mother drives Binodini out of the house, but Mahendra seeks her out and takes her to Benaras. There Binodini’s horizons widen, and she sees the fate of widows who are sent to the holy city to die in poverty or turn to prostitution. She discovers a pregnant Asha who has also come to Benaras with her aunt. Behari arrives with news of Mahendra’s mother’s death. When Mahendra and Asha return to Calcutta, Behari proposes to marry Binodini. The next morning when he arrives for the wedding, Binodini has disappeared. 

			The film ends with Binodini’s conciliatory letter to Asha, asking her to remember there is a wider world outside her immediate domestic walls. In the backdrop of the Bengal Partition and anticolonial protest, Binodini has left to become a citizen of a larger world. 

			Chokher Bali is about the marginalization of widows in patriarchal society. Director Ghosh examines the double values of upper-class men who are seemingly progressive but are exploitative about widows. Bengal reformers had already started the debate about widow remarriage, and the woman question was an urgent issue in society. Women could be educated but with no scope for public expression or work. In this picture, Binodini is young, beautiful, and intelligent, yet her social role as widow denies her any dreams or desires.        

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Prasenjit Chatterjee and Raima Sen in Chokher Bali: A Passion Play (2003).

					Source: SVF Entertainment / Photofest © SVF Entertainment.

				

			

			Ghosh plays on a clever role reversal sequence when Binodini wears Asha’s new blouse. Ghosh thus delves into the sexuality of the widow and the social fetters that bind her. There are moments when Binodini desires the married life of Asha—from being able to dress as a married woman to being able to fulfil her physical desires. Ultimately Binodini begins a passionate relationship with Asha’s husband. Neither the westernized Mahendra nor the nationalist Behari really understand Binodini’s need for freedom. Finally, she has to leave the domestic world and find a larger world to be free. 

			The film was a timely collaboration between Ghosh and his creative team. Detailed research was done to recreate the early twentieth-century look, and the team used literature, art, film, and historical documents as references. Aveek Mukhopadhyay, one of the finest cinematographers of India, created stunning frames to capture the rich interiors and the evocative exteriors on the banks of the river in Benaras. Art director Indranil Ghosh delivered his best work in creating the house interiors in the studio and the boathouse sequences in Benaras. Composer Debajyoti Mishra created an ambitious score that included orchestrated Tagore songs, classical compositions, and the traditional kirtan (devotional) style music. 

			As with regional cinema, this movie was made with a relatively modest budget compared to mainstream Hindi films, though with astonishing technical and artistic finesse. Lead actors Aishwarya Rai, Prasenjit Chatterjee, and Raima Sen all delivered career-best performances. 

			Ghosh firmly established his legacy as the inheritor of Satyajit Ray and the Tagorean sensibility, the hallmark of good Bengali cinema. As a star of Bengali cinema, Prasenjit Chatterjee commented in an interview with Sangeeta Datta in September 2016: 

			With Chokher Bali, Bengali cinema took a huge leap and all of India and world cinema audiences turned to look at Bengal once again. I have been around the world and there is no Indian cinema audience who has not seen or heard of Chokher Bali. The film is a modern classic.4

			With Chokher Bali, Ghosh raised the bar for regional cinema working on a larger budget and securing Bollywood A-list talent like Aishwarya Rai to play a deglamorized Binodini. The Hindi-dubbed version reached a pan-Indian audience and was celebrated in various international festivals including Toronto, Chicago, London, Karlovy Vary in the Czech Republic, and the United States (Palm Springs and Washington, DC). The film won the National Award for Best Film in 2003 in India and was nominated for the Golden Leopard at the Locarno Film Festival. Aishwarya Rai missed the National Award but won the Anandalok Award for Best Actress in 2004.

			Further Reading

			Datta, Sangeeta, Kaustav Bakshi, and Rohit K. Dasgupta. Rituparno Ghosh: Cinema, Gender and Art. London: Routledge, 2016.

			Court (2014)

			Director: Chaitanya Tamhane

			Story/Screenplay: Chaitanya Tamhane

			Producer: Vivek Gomber 

			Cinematography: Mrinal Desai 

			Editing: Rikhav Desai 

			Music: Sambhaji Bhagat

			Cast: Vira Sathidar, Vivek Gomber, Geetanjali Kulkarni, Pradeep Joshi, Usha Bane, Shirish Pawar 

			Language: Marathi

			Specs: 116 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Kino Lorber)

			Court is Chaitanya Tamhane’s much acclaimed directorial debut. It is an independent drama film, the story for which was conceived by the 30-year-old Tamhane after his return from festivals in 2011 for his short film Six Strands. This courtroom drama is a humanistic approach to the highly dysfunctional judiciary system and its outmoded laws in India. The Indian legal system is examined through the trial of a dissident folk singer at a sessions court.

			The story is about how an aging folk-singer and Dalit activist is tried in court on the charges of abetment of suicide of conservancy worker Vasudev Pawar. What follows is a humorous take on the long-drawn-out and chaotic court proceedings in India, which play out in an understated but dark manner. Unwittingly, the film has become a commentary on the sociopolitical situation of Dalits in the twenty-first century, on the clumsy judicial system in India, and on how the English-educated class of elites (portrayed by Vinay Vora, Narayan’s lawyer) tries to form a bridge between these two strands and thus come to a compromise. 

			The film begins with Narayan Kamble (Vira Sathidar) tutoring a group of children in his small working-class chawl, which is his means of livelihood. Afterward he goes to a gathering where he puts on a performance—he is a Dalit Lokshahiri poet and activist. However, his performance is stopped midway through as police arrive and haul him away. Kamble’s lawyer, Vinay Vora (Vivek Gomber) probes into the matter to find out the charges and, in doing so, finds out from Officer Pradeep Shelke of the Sitladevi police station that Narayan Kamble’s reasons for arrest were abetting the suicide of sewage worker Vasudev Pawar, a resident of the Sitladevi slums. Apparently, Kamble and his group of boys had gone to that slum the week before, and he had sung a song that incited sewage cleaners to end their lives. Two days later, Pawar was found dead.

			The film goes on to highlight the ridiculous reasons for the charges on Kamble. Public prosecutor Nutan (Geetanjali Kulkarni) even reads aloud that there were no injuries found on the body of Pawar, yet he states that it was not an accident. All sewage workers are meant to wear protective gear when working down in the manholes, but no such gear was found near Pawar’s body, meaning that he had purposefully gone down there ignoring the safety norms with the intention of suicide, knowing full well that there would be toxic gases. Truth claims for these charges come from one eyewitness present during the performance of Kamble’s song. Nutan wraps up by stating that if Narayan Kamble is not punished for his seditious acts then he will continue to commit this crime as “his track record shows complete disregard and disrespect for the court’s orders.” What follows is a debate in the courtly fashion between Vinay and Nutan on the nature of the outdated laws and the validity of arguments. 

			The rest of the movie is an alternation between the court proceedings and a depiction of the daily life of Vinay and Nutan. At the end of the film, the case still remains unsolved, although it had been proven by Vinay with evidence from the autopsy results released from the hospital that Pawar died because of respiratory trouble upon inhaling poisonous sewer gases. A now gravely ill Narayan Kamble is remanded, and his case is put on hold until July 7, due to the onset of session’s court’s summer vacations. Thus continues the age-old habit of never-ending court proceedings in India.

			The film has been lauded for its realistic depiction of court proceedings and its cinematic realism. Tamhane’s script is extremely observant, and while in preproduction the team of Court had stumbled upon the famous documentary Jai Bhim Comrade (2011) by Anand Patwardhan, which also deals with the topic of Dalits in the twenty-first century. This documentary thus became a treasure house of resources for Tamhane and his team.         

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Vira Sathidar in Court (2014).

					Source: Zeitgeist Films / Photofest © Zeitgeist Films.

				

			

			Chaitanya Tamhane recalls the inspiration for his film in The Making of Court:

			To explore the nightmare of going through a trial, that’s what attracted me. . . . I saw some scope for humour in it because things were not really very organized, there were no mikes, some of the lawyers were not good orators. . . . I wanted to learn for myself, you know, how the judiciary in India functions.5

			A writer for Variety observed: 

			There are courtroom dramas, and then there’s Court, Chaitanya Tamhane’s impressive debut, which flays alive India’s justice system while commenting on class, education and access to power.6

			Court has received a number of awards from film festivals across the globe. It won the Best Feature Film Award at the 62nd National Awards in India as well as awards at the 71st Venice International Film Festival, at the 16th Mumbai Film Festival, at the 51st International Antalya Golden Orange Film Festival, at the Vienna International Film Festival, at the Hong Kong Asian Film Festival, and many more. Court was also India’s official entry for the Academy Awards in 2016.

			Further Reading

			“Filmmaker Chaitanya Tamhane on His Award-Winning Debut Court.” Boom Live, August 17, 2016. Accessed April 11, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_mb288Nqtik (14:12–14:45).

			Gangar, Amrit. “Marathi Cinema: The Exile, the Factory and Fame.” In Routledge Handbook of Indian Cinemas, edited by K. Moti Gokulsing and Wimal Dissanayake. Routledge, 2013.

			“The Making of Court: Inspiration.” YouTube, April 6, 2015. Accessed April 11, 2017. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sv-NMt6RZhs (0:29–0:57).

			Weissberg, Jay. “Venice Film Review: Court.” Variety, September 6, 2014. Accessed April 11, 2017. http://variety.com/2014/film/festivals/venice-film-review-court-1201299771/.

		

	
		
			• D •

		

		
			DANGAL / WRESTLING (2016)

			Director: Nitesh Tiwari

			Story/Screenplay: Nitesh Tiwari, Piyush Gupta, Shreyas Jain, Nikhil Mehrotra

			Producers: Aamir Khan, Kiran Rao, Siddharth Roy Kapur 

			Cinematography: Satyajit Pandey (Setu) 

			Editing: Ballu Saluja 

			Music: Pritam Chakraborty.

			Cast: Aamir Khan, Fatima Sana Shaikh, Sanya Malhotra, Sakshi Tanwar, Zaira Wasim, Suhani Bhatnagar, Aparshakti Khurana

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 161 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Reliance)

			Dangal (Wrestling) is a 2016 Hindi sports biopic film directed by Nitesh Tiwari. It is about the life and struggles of Mahavir Singh Phogat fighting against societal prejudices prevalent in the rural villages of Haryana, India, to train his two daughters, Geeta Phogat and Babita Kumari Phogat, to be wrestling champs at the 2010 Commonwealth Games.

			The story begins with Mahavir Singh Phogat (Aamir Khan), a national-level champion wrestler who is forced to give up his sport in order to secure an office job and run the family. He dreams that one day his son will fulfill his dream and bring glory to the nation by participating in the Commonwealth Games. But with four baby daughters, Mahavir Singh’s dream remains unfulfilled. 

			One day coming home, he finds that his two older daughters Geeta (Zaira Wasim as the young Geeta) and Babita (Suhani Bhatnagar as the young Babita) have beaten up two boys in retaliation for their abusive comments. Mahavir is impressed with his daughters’ strength, spirit, and technique and is filled with renewed hope. He says to his wife Daya (Sakshi Tanwar) that night, “I used to always think that my son will bring glory to the nation in wrestling, but it never crossed my mind that a gold medal is a gold medal whether a boy brings it or a girl.”

			He begins training his daughters in the most stringent manner possible. He subjects them to early morning training, provides a new and healthy diet, chops off their hair to prevent lice infestation, and puts restrictions on their social lives. Geeta and Babita begin to resent their father, though their minds change when attending the wedding of their classmate. The classmate tells the sisters they should consider themselves lucky to have a father like Mahavir who is concerned about their futures, rather than getting them married off as soon as they reach the age of fourteen. 

			When Mahavir believes they are truly ready to participate in wrestling matches with boys, he starts to take them to local matches, but his path is replete with obstacles and oppression from chauvinistic men. Geeta bowls everyone over with her wrestling techniques and starts to win accolades and hearts all over the village. Soon she wins the Junior Nationals and moves to Patiala for advanced training at the National Sports Academy (NSA).

			With a new coach (Nitesh Tiwari) and new training techniques, Geeta slowly starts to move away from her father’s training methods. She makes friends at the institute and indulges in all kinds of activities that distract her from her roots. On a particular visit home, she even ridicules her father for his outdated techniques. Differences in opinion result in a face-off at their village practice area. Worn out with age, Mahavir Singh naturally loses to daughter Geeta. 

			On returning to her institute, Geeta is sent to Sydney for a championship, but she loses as a result of improper training on the part of her coach. By this time, Babita had won the Junior Nationals and had also moved to Patiala for training at the NSA. Before going, she promises never to forget her father’s teachings. At the institute, Babita consoles a depressed Geeta and reminds her that it was because of their father they had come this far. Geeta apologizes to her father for her overconfidence and misbehavior and makes amends. 

			When Mahavir finds out that she has been under the wrong kind of training, he comes to Patiala to train her outside of the NSA. His training and advice help Geeta to return to her previous form, and she starts to win one match after the other. Driven with jealousy, knowing that Geeta’s father was to be credited for Geeta’s brilliant performance, her coach locks Mahavir in the janitor’s room during the final bouts at the Commonwealth Games. However, Geeta wins the match by applying the very difficult suplex technique that her father had taught her when they were young. Mahavir hears the national anthem playing in the background and realizes that his daughter had won the game. The film ends with Geeta taking off her gold medal and handing it to her father.         
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					Suhani Bhatnagar, Aamir Khan, and Zaira Wasim in Dangal (2016).

					Source: Walt Disney Studios Motion Pictures / Photofest © Walt Disney Studios Motion Pictures.

				

			

			After its release, Dangal was declared as tax-free in the states of Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, and Madhya Pradesh in order to promote government campaigns for girls such as “Beti Bachao, Beti Padhao” (“Save the Girl, Educate the Girl”). The film became the highest-grossing Hindi film and the highest-grossing Indian film worldwide. The film created such a stir that Dangal was released in Tamil and Telugu versions as well. 

			In 2013, Nitesh Tiwari and Siddharth Roy Kapur approached Aamir Khan with the script. Khan, widely known for being extremely choosy when it comes to scripts, initially wanted to do the film after five to ten years as the script demanded him to be considerably older. However, he loved it so much that after a few months he called Tiwari asking for a second round of narration. Aside from being picky, Khan is also famous for his perfectionism—taking Haryanvi lessons, dialect training, and training under Shankar Bishnoi Kripa, the coach of the Indian women’s wrestling team for the film. The film was shot in reverse, and it is reported that Aamir Khan gained thirty kilograms to portray the older Mahavir Singh Phogat and then drastically lost weight to shoot the “younger” Phogat from the beginning of the film. 

			Ganti comments about Aamir Khan’s obsession with detail:

			His attention to detail and concern about the quality of his performance has led Khan to significantly reduce the number of films he works on, and he is one of the few actors in the industry who is closest to the goal of working on one film at a time.1

			Aside from the film industry, sports in India is the only other domain that truly brings this diverse nation together. Combining the two has resulted in a spate of sports films in the last decade or two, capturing the attention and interest of both young and old. The genre of sports biopic films began predominantly in Bollywood with Paan Singh Tomar (2012), starring Irrfan Khan, and was carried forward with releases such as Bhaag Milkha Bhaag (2013), Mary Kom (2014), M. S. Dhoni: The Untold Story (2016), and Azhar (2016).

			Dangal broke all records and won the 62nd Filmfare Awards in 2017 for Best Film, Best Director, Best Actor, and Best Action. Aamir Khan also won the Master Dinanath Mangeshkar Award in 2017 for his brilliant performance in Dangal. Khan, known to boycott award functions, broke his rule on this occasion to personally accept the award on stage in April 2017. 

			Further Reading

			Gleiberman, Owen. “Film Review: Dangal.” Variety, December 22, 2016. Accessed April 25, 2017. http://variety.com/2016/film/reviews/dangal-review-aamir-khan-1201947338/.

			Iyer, Meena. “Dangal Movie Review.” Times of India Entertainment, January 25, 2017. Accessed April 25, 2017. http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/hindi/movie-reviews/dangal/movie-review/56102623.cms.

			DEEWAAR / THE WALL (1975)

			Director: Yash Chopra

			Story/Screenplay: Salim, Javed

			Producer: Gulshan Rai 

			Cinematography: Kay Gee 

			Editing: T. R. Mangeshkar, Pran Mehra 

			Music: R. D. Burman

			Cast: Amitabh Bachchan, Shashi Kapoor, Nirupa Roy, Neetu Singh, Parveen Babi

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 176 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Deewaar (The Wall) is a 1975 Hindi film that firmly established Amitabh Bachchan as the “angry young man” of Indian cinema. It consolidated the vigilante films of the 1970s in which the antiestablishment hero moves to the wrong side of moral and legal codes and, yet, retains audience sympathy until the tragic denouement. Starting with Zanjeer (1973), in which a struggling Bachchan essays the dark, brooding hero, the writing duo of Salim and Javed offered a series of films with Bachchan playing out the new heroism of his times. This was also an important decade where the script writers Salim Khan and Javed Akhtar became the voice of their times. The writing duo also consolidated their position as leading writers and were sometimes paid as much as the lead actors.

			Deewaar starts with the classic 1970s scenario when police officer Ravi (Shashi Kapoor) is honored for his bravery. Ravi invites his mother, Sumitra Devi (Nirupa Roy), on stage to hand him the valor award. The script creates the perfect moment for the mother to look back to the audience and trigger a false narrative about union leader Verma as his wife and their two sons look on. The leader is framed as a thief and forced to leave his hometown. The mother works on a construction site and raises her sons. Vijay Verma (Amitabh Bachchan) has an indelible tattoo on his hand saying, “My father is a thief.” He is angry with the world and drops out of school while the younger brother Ravi is an achiever and becomes a policeman. 

			Vijay finds a job in the dockyard, and when he challenges the dockyard gangster (Madan Puri), he draws the attention of smuggler Davar (Iftikar). Vijay joins hands with Davar and rapidly secures wealth and property. Conflict arises between the brothers when Ravi is entrusted with Vijay’s case. The screenplay offers scenes that have become ready references in Hindi cinema. When Vijay buys the building that his mother toiled on as a construction worker, he invites her to move in. Sumitra has just heard about his illegal activities, and she refuses to live there. The mother in Hindi cinema is always the repository of moral values, so she sides with her younger son and leaves the house. 

			Ravi is wooing the daughter of a police officer (Neetu Singh). Vijay is a vigilante figure and, therefore, deprived of innocent love. He has an affair with a nightclub dancer (Parveen Babi) and decides to marry her when she gets pregnant. Meanwhile, the police are closing in, and Vijay is on the run. His mother is in hospital, but he cannot go to visit her. In a classic scene, the agnostic visits the temple and speaks to Lord Shiva, asking for his mother’s recovery. Predictably, she recovers. Vijay has a steel amulet with the numbers 786 on it, which serves as his lucky charm. The steel band saves his life several times, and he is shot by his brother only after he loses the amulet during the police chase. Fatally injured, Vijay waits at the temple for his mother to arrive and dies in her arms. 

			Vijay occupies a morally grey zone, and he must be denied life in the morally retributive world of popular cinema. He is essentialized as a dark, brooding figure and, therefore, has no scope to change. He also cannot enjoy a happy romance with an innocent heroine. His relationship is with a mature heroine who also inhabits a morally grey world. She finds love and desires marriage and motherhood, but the moral world must deny her wants. In subsequent films like Muqaddar ka Sikandar (1978), Trishul (1978), Agneepath (1990), and Shakti (1982), the protagonist Vijay (Bachchan) has relationships with mature working women. These films mark a departure from the traditional idea of romance and wooing through song and dance sequences. Script writer Javed Akhtar also comments about the woman inhabiting a more fluid world and how important it was to give her narrative representation. 

			Raghavendra comments on the close affinity of Deewaar with Elia Kazan’s East of Eden (1955). Kazan’s film is about two brothers who vie for their father’s love and attention. The older brother Cas (James Dean) accumulates money to win his father’s affection, but the latter treats Cas with contempt. He praises the younger son who has just enlisted. In Deewaar, the script manipulates audience sympathy for Vijay. Although there is an apparent effort to draw us to Ravi’s moral world—which the mother has also chosen to inhabit—it is not sustained. So while the moral balance has to be upheld and the tragic hero must die, it is him that we love and grieve over.

			Deewaar was made during the time of the Emergency in India, when Indians were bitter about the regime, growing corruption, and the collapse of the great Indian dream. The time was right for the vigilante who questions an unfair system and takes the law in his hands. In one dramatic scene when Ravi asks his brother to sign the police papers, he declares he will sign but only after Ravi can get all the offenders to sign the document—the man who framed his father, the man who evicted his mother, and the men who forced the tattoo on his hand. The dialogues of this film became so popular that they became part of everyday conversation. 

			In the most celebrated scene in the film, the two brothers meet under a bridge, and Vijay flaunts his wealth and worldly achievements and asks Ravi what does he have. Ravi answers, “I have Mother with me,” effectively negating Vijay’s bravado. This phrase has become part of popular culture and revived in later films, television shows, and comedy gags, and it is featured on Bollywood trivia, t-shirts, cushions, posters, and even crockery. While the moral reprobate Vijay wins our sympathies, his world becomes more valid than the ethical world of the mother. In the epic film Mother India (1957), the archetypes are evoked of the toiling, sacrificing mother; the good brother; and the bad brother whom the mother loves more but whom she must kill when he upsets the moral world of the village community. Deewaar reworks this archetype to create the confrontational world of the two brothers. 

			The film won several Filmfare Awards: Best Director, Best Screenplay, Best Actor, and Best Supporting Actor. A pivotal film for Bachchan, it is in fact the triumph of the writing duo Salim Khan and Javed Akhtar, who fought for opening credits and are reputed to be the first to submit bound scripts in the industry. 

			Further Reading

			Akhtar, Javed. Interview by Sangeeta Datta, BAFTA, July 10, 2017.

			Raghavendra, M. K. 50 Indian Film Classics. New Delhi: HarperCollins, 2009.

			DEVDAS (1935)

			Director: P. C. Barua

			Screenplay: P. C. Barua (based on the novella by Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay)

			Producer: New Theatres Productions 

			Cinematography: Bimal Roy 

			Editing: Subodh Mitra

			Music: Timir Baran

			Cast: P. C. Barua, Jamuna Barua, Chandrabati Devi

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 141 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Devdas is a 1935 drama by New Theatre Productions in Bengali. This was the first of the three language versions adapted from the enormously popular novella by Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay. The first version was in Bengali and the third in Assamese. In 1935, major studios were set up in Pune (Prabhat Talkies), Bombay (Bombay Talkies), and Calcutta (New Theatres). In Bengal, New Theatres led the way in films about social comment, and films were heavily based on literary works. This marked the significant transition to talkies from the silent era, and singing stars immediately became very popular. 

			Devdas is a tragic story of two young lovers who cannot unite because of the caste system. The novella was written by the popular writer Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay, whose novels were so popular that they were translated into several Indian languages. Chattopadhyay’s family-oriented novels and short stories were widely adapted for films by New Theatres, which tried to make films more respectable. New Theatres created the market for family audiences. Devdas, written in 1901 and published in 1917, holds huge appeal for readers and viewers in every generation. The film has been made in seven different languages and versions, with contemporary adaptations in 2002 and 2007. 

			The son of rich landlord Narayan Mukherjee, Devdas (P. C. Barua) enjoys a privileged life. He enjoys a free life in childhood, roaming the village and fields beyond with his childhood friend, Paro (Jamuna Barua). When Devdas is sent to Calcutta for his education, the distraught Paro lights a lamp in his name, praying for his safety and early return. 

			Devdas (Barua) is educated in the city but cannot challenge his feudal father’s authority to marry Paro, the girl he loves. The couple have been neighbors and friends since childhood, but Paro is truly in love with Devdas. When she asks Devdas to proclaim his love for her, he is unable to do so. Therefore, Paro is married off to an elderly landlord from a different village. Devdas leaves his village for Calcutta where he is befriended by an older man, Chunnilal, who makes him a wastrel, drinking and visiting courtesans. Devdas frequents the quarters of Chandramukhi (Chandrabati Devi), and the beautiful prostitute loses her heart to him. When Devdas takes to heavy drinking and falls ill, Chandramukhi nurses him and cares for him. It is an unusual predicament where he cannot love her and she cannot have him. Devdas’s health worsens, and he takes a train so he can see Paro once more before he dies. He dies at her doorstep, while Paro is prevented from stepping out of her house. 

			This tragic tale became a template for the Indian psyche. Devdas leaves the place of high birth, local privilege, and caste issues (his village) to the modern city where he is an anonymous outsider. The young man who leaves his village and finds new life in the city is torn between his roots and his new space. Devdas’s longing for Paro and his emotional dilemma expresses the emotional struggle of a displaced person, both in mind and body. Like Hamlet, Devdas is indecisive and self-destructive, and this nostalgia became part of the national psyche and a recognizable trait of modernity in India. Both P. C. Barua and K. L. Saigal are remembered as iconic Devdas as played in the Bengali and Hindi versions. Both took on the tragic aspects of Devdas as did the psychologically complex director-actor Guru Dutt in the 1950s. 

			As a film, Devdas broke new ground and took bold steps away from the old melodrama form. Director Barua, a visual artist himself, tried to create an original cinematic vision for the film adaptation of the novella. Dynamic changes were brought in by the jump cut technique—such as during the famous sequence on the train where Devdas coughs blood as a bunch of flowers fall from Paro’s hands while she prays in her temple. Like Bronte’s Jane Eyre, a dying Devdas calls out Paro’s name as she screams awake in her bedchamber. The use of psychological drama, dreams, premonitions, and telepathy created a new language for cinema. Barua also used the realist aesthetic in dialogue and acting, so the performances are surprisingly modern. 

			To the Indian audience, the actor becomes synonymous with the character—Barua is always Devdas to Bengali audiences, K. L. Saigal is always Devdas to the Hindi-speaking audience. So large is the impact of this narrative that Devdas has been remade several times through the decades. In the 1950s, Bimal Roy remade Devdas with Dilip Kumar, so the postindependence generation grew up with yet another Devdas.

			In 2002, Sanjay Leela Bhansali made a lavishly extravagant version with stars Shah Rukh Khan (Devdas), Aishwarya Rai (Paro), and Madhuri Dixit (Chandramukhi). The spectacular sets and opulent art design contributed to a big cinema experience, but the language turned to melodrama, the very style from which Barua had turned away in the 1930s. This draws and feeds into the popular melodramatic TV drama (often literary adaptations celebrating tradition and duty in the family structure) where characters inhabit gargantuan interiors, are lavishly dressed, and converse in clichés. Wright maintains “Bhansali’s Devdas becomes so absorbed in its visual dimension, it consequently dispenses with narrative, historical accuracy, plausibility, realism, and signification.”2 

			A far more refreshing version was Anurag Kashyap’s Dev. D (2009), setting the Devdas archetype in contemporary India. Devdas’s inability to move ahead is because he is gridlocked emotionally. Using this core dichotomy, Kashyap creates a contemporary Devdas in narrative and visual treatment. 

			DEVDAS (2002)

			Director: Sanjay Leela Bhansali

			Screenplay: Prakash Kapadia, Sanjay Leela Bhansali 

			Producer: Bharat S. Shah 

			Cinematography: Binod Pradhan 

			Editing: Bela Segal 

			Music: Ismail Darbar

			Cast: Shah Rukh Khan, Madhuri Dixit, Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, Kiron Kher, Jackie Shroff, Dina Pathak, Milind Gunaji, Manoj Joshi

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 185 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Devdas (2002) by Sanjay Leela Bhansali is the third Hindi version to have been made based on Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s phenomenal 1917 novella of the same name. This Devdas, however, enjoys the privilege of being the first one made in color. When compared to its predecessors, Bhansali’s Devdas is definitely a technically more superior product, a more lavish and extravagant venture in every way. Briefly, Devdas is the timeless story of a tragic hero who is loved by two women—one he cannot attain and the other he cannot love back. Bhansali has kept true to the original story with a few tweaks here and there. 

			Devdas and Paro (her name a short form of Parvati) are childhood sweethearts and neighbors. At a very young age, Devdas is sent away to England for his education, and Paro, saddened with grief, lights a diya (an oil lamp) in his name, awaiting her dear friend’s return. The film actually begins with Devdas’s (Shah Rukh Khan) return from England after ten years. Devdas’s love and intense desire to see his Paro is evident from the fact that, on returning to the village, he first makes his way to visit Paro (Aishwarya Rai Bachchan) even before seeing his mother. 

			The years-old friendship between Devdas and Paro blossoms into love. However, the two lovers are unable to unite as they are divided by societal demarcations such as status and class, and so it is a story of Viraha or love in separation. Here the agent of the major obstacle to their marriage is played by Devdas’s conniving sister-in-law Kumud (Ananya Khare). She had been harboring revenge and hatred in her heart on being denied an exquisite gold bangle, which had been kept aside for Devdas’s future wife. Kumud was extremely materialistic and wanted all the family jewelry to herself. 

			Kumud goes to Devdas’s mother, Kaushalya (Smita Jaykar) and incites her with negative thoughts regarding Devdas and Paro’s relationship. She emphasizes that Paro belonged to a lower class and that any kind of romantic relationship between the two should not be encouraged. At Kumud’s baby shower ceremony, Kaushalya requests Paro’s mother, Sumitra (Kiron Kher) to dance. At the end of the performance, Sumitra declares her desire to get Devdas and Paro married. However, she is humiliated by Kaushalya about her maternal lineage, which traced back to the nautanki performers, or nautch girls; therefore, the marriage would be an unsuitable match for the illustrious Mukherjee family. Sumitra is distraught and, in a fit of anger, vows to get Paro married into a family wealthier than the Mukherjis. 

			Much of the story remains the same in this film as Paro goes to Devdas’s bedchamber at night to request him to marry her, not seen in a good light by Devdas’s tyrannical father, Narayan Mukherji. Devdas leaves the house and sends an insincere letter to Paro saying that everything that had happened between them was a lie. He puts up at a brothel where he is taken by his friend, Chunnibabu (Jackie Shroff). He sends this letter in a moment of unrestrained emotion and immediately regrets it. By the time he comes back, it is too late, as Paro is to be wed that very day with the marriage procession waiting at her doorstep. Devdas asks her to elope with him, but she refuses as she will not humiliate her family any further. 

			Devdas bruises her with a necklace and scars her forehead right next to the area where Indian women traditionally wear the sindoor. This becomes a permanent marker of his love. Paro marries forty-year-old Thakur Bhuvan Choudhury (Vijayendra Ghatge). The marriage sequence is very emotional and impregnated with pain heightened by the song “Hamesha Tumko Chaha” playing in the background. 

			Grief-stricken at the loss of Paro, Devdas starts frequenting the brothel he had visited before and drowns his sorrows in alcohol. He is cared for by Chandramukhi (Madhuri Dixit), who subsequently falls in love with him. Madhuri is enthralling to watch as Chandramukhi; her dance performances and costumes are a visual treat. Casting Madhuri (popular in the Hindi film industry for her dancing skills) in a performative role was an excellent decision on the part of Bhansali. In the song “Kahe Chedd Mohe,” the outfit donned by Madhuri weighed thirty kilograms, making it exceedingly difficult for her to dance during the shoot. Madhuri’s other popular dance numbers from previous films include “Choli Ke Peeche Kya Hain” (Khalnayak, 1993), “Chane Ke Khet Mein” (Anjaam, 1994), “Didi Tera Devar Deewana” (Hum Aapke Hain Koun! 1994), “Kay Sera . . . Sera” (Pukar, 1999), and “Badi Mushkil” (Lajja, 2001).

			Devdas’s alcoholism reaches extreme levels, and he is diagnosed by the doctor with a fatal malaise. When Devdas realizes that his end is near, he travels to Paro’s village to see her one last time. This final progression is perhaps one of the best and most remembered sequences of the film where Paro runs throughout the mansion in an attempt to reach Devdas who is lying outside their estate under a tree. Bhuvan sees this and asks the guards to close the colossal gates of the mansion. The last scene ends with Devdas seeing a blurred image of Paro running toward him with her hand outstretched, but the gates are shut before she can make her way out. 

			The 2002 Devdas is largely driven by melodramatic performances. Khan’s portrayal of Devdas is that of a weak, irresolute, self-pitying man. He is both restrained and aggressive in his performance. Aishwarya Rai Bachchan (1994’s Miss World), famous for her flawless beauty, is perfect as the ever beautiful and graceful Paro. The success of the film owes heavily to the fact that it is populated with powerful actors such as Shah Rukh Khan, Kiron Kher, Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, Madhuri Dixit, and Jackie Shroff.            
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					Aishwarya Rai Bachchan in Devdas (2002).

					Source: Mega Bollywood Pvt Limited and Red Chillies Entertainment.

				

			

			Bhansali weaves a tapestry of magnificent set designs, each different and more gargantuan from the other. In order to recreate the feel of 1900s Kolkata, major portions of the film were shot at Dharavi and Mumbai. The grandiose brothel and Chandramukhi’s Kotha were constructed adjacent to an artificial lake to make it seem like it is set in Benaras on the Ganges. With the use of spectacular hues of color and extravagant costumes, Bhansali creates a world that is larger than life and breathtaking. 

			The music of the film was once again composed by Ismail Darbar over a period of two-and-a-half years. Songs such as “Silsila Ye Chahat Ka,” “Maar Dala,” “Kahe Ched Mohe,” and “Dola Re Dola” were a treat for the eyes and ears. 

			Devdas scooped up a sweeping number of awards at the National Awards, Filmfare Awards, the Star Screen Awards, Zee Cine Awards, and IIFA Awards. It was screened at the 2002 Cannes Film Festival and was also India’s entry for Best Foreign Language Film at the Oscars in 2003. 

			Wright considers Bhansali’s interpretation of Devdas, noting that the filmmaker “found it necessary to create an entirely new cinematic language for Devdas in order to allow us to perceive its characters in a new light.” This adaptation, he notes, “makes an interesting shift towards multiple viewpoints compared to its statically shot predecessor, as can be seen in the key moment when Devdas first lays eyes on his beloved Paro.”3

			DEVI / THE GODDESS (1960)

			Director: Satyajit Ray

			Screenplay: Satyajit Ray (based on a short story by Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay)

			Producers: Satyajit Ray, Amiyanath Mukherji 

			Cinematography: Subrata Mitra 

			Editing: Dulal Dutta 

			Music: Ostad Ali Akbar Khan

			Cast: Sharmila Tagore, Soumitra Chatterjee, Chhabi Biswas, Karuna Bannerjee, Purnendu Mukherjee, Anil Chatterjee

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 93 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Big Home Video)

			Devi (The Goddess) is a 1960 Bengali drama by Satyajit Ray. Based on a short story written by Prabhat Kumar Mukhopadhyay and narrated by Tagore, Devi is largely about a feudal family falling apart from a father-son conflict. 

			Widower Biswambhar is the village landlord and an ardent devotee of the goddess Kali. His elder son and daughter-in-law live with him along with their little son. Biswambhar’s younger son Uma studies in Calcutta while his young bride Doyamoyee (Sharmila Tagore) dutifully looks after her father-in-law. One night Biswambhar has a dream that Doya is an incarnation of goddess Kali. In a stupor, he runs to the young girl’s room and falls at her feet. He then commands her to be publicly worshipped as the goddess. Word spreads rapidly and hordes of villagers throng to the feudal home to see the goddess and worship her. When a poor beggar’s son is apparently healed by Doya, she is adulated as a miracle maker. 

			The series of incidents puts great pressure on the young bride Doya. She is removed from her quarters and given a room by the temple. The child who was her playmate is kept away from her. She starves during the long hours of worship and one day faints during the ceremony. The priests announce she is possessed by the goddess. 

			When Uma returns from the city, he is horrified to see his wife worshipped at the altar. In the central scene of the film, Uma argues with his father about his superstitious beliefs. That night he plans to run away with his wife. Deep at night as the couple walk toward the river, Doya suddenly stops in her tracks, full of self-doubt. What if she is the goddess? What if there is misfortune if she leaves the ancestral house?

			Upon her return, the family faces a crisis when the older son’s child falls ill. Biswambhar refuses any medical treatment and asks Doya to cure him. All through the night, the child’s condition worsens, and he dies in the morning. Uma returns from the city to the devastated family. Doya by now succumbs to the guilt and has a breakdown. When Uma enters his room, he finds Doya dressed in all her finery, but she is disheveled and incoherent. Doya loses her mind and runs out toward the river while Doya calls her from behind. 

			Devi is a dark film about religious superstition and patriarchy. Considered a Ray classic, Devi was widely screened in festivals and distributed overseas. It drew attention to religious excess and its nexus with patriarchal values that resulted in women’s oppression. Subrata Mitra’s impeccable camera work and the outstanding performances of veteran Chhabi Biswas (as the father) and young Sharmila Tagore (cast as Doyamoyee) contributed to this dark drama featuring as a world cinema classic. There are wonderful cinematic moments, including the sequence where the old beggar sings to the goddess. As the apparent miracle happens, the crowds surge and cut across the wide landscape heading for the zamindar’s house to see the incarnation of Devi (goddess). Another is the tragic last scene where Doya has lost her mind and while dressed in all her finery runs out through the mustard fields toward the river, where she presumably drowns. 

			The film created a storm of protest against its anti-Hindu bias. Ray was, in fact, drawing the spotlight on feudal, patriarchal family structures and the tragic outcome of religious superstition. Robinson comments on the religious elements in the film, noting:

			It is Ray’s most “Hindu” film, and one whose impact depends greatly on atmosphere and suggestive details—which can make it difficult of access to those unfamiliar with Hindu rituals and practices.4

			Ray’s critiquing of the Kali goddess worshipper found immediate parallel with the life of the Bengal saint Ramakrishna who worshipped his wife as the mother goddess. Ray’s Devi is an incisive look at the conflict between religious extremism (exemplified by the father Bishwambhar) and modern-day rationalism (exemplified by the zamindar’s son). In this conflict, it is the woman who is sadly victimized.

			Devi won the President’s Silver Medal for Best Feature Film in Bengali at the National Film Awards in 1960. It was also nominated for the Palm d’Or (Golden Palm) at the Cannes Film Festival in 1962. It was added for preservation at the Academy Film Archive in 1996. 

			When Ray’s American distributor sought to place Devi in the Cannes Film Festival, Ray removed the death scene. Thus, Doyamoyee is seen running through misty fields before the last shot of the goddess. The film is about the permanence of religious bigotry in the face of rational thinking and skepticism, which arose during the Bengal Renaissance.

			DIL CHAHTA HAI / WHAT THE HEART WANTS (2001)

			Director: Farhan Akhtar

			Story/Screenplay: Farhan Akhtar, Kassim Jagmagia

			Producer: Ritesh Sidhwani 

			Cinematography: Ravi K. Chandran 

			Editing: A. Sreekar Prasad 

			Music: Shankar-Ehsaan-Loy

			Cast: Aamir Khan, Saif Ali Khan, Akshaye Khanna, Preity Zinta, Sonali Kulkarni, Dimple Kapadia, Ayub Khan, Rajat Kapoor

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 184 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (T-Series Home Entertainment)

			Dil Chahta Hai (What the Heart Wants), sometimes known as DCH, is a comedy-drama made by writer-director Farhan Akhtar, son of writers Javed Akhtar and Honey Irani. It is a coming-of-age story about three friends belonging to upper-class or upper-middle-class families going through a transitional phase in their lives. The film is about male friendship, heterosexual love, and bachelor bonding. Other popular coming-of-age films that followed include Ayan Mukherji’s Wake Up Sid (2009) and Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani (2013). The story of DCH is the result of different inspirations: part of it is based on the travel diaries of Farhan Akhtar himself when he lived in New York; the relationship between Shalini and Akash has been based on the experience of one of Akhtar’s friends; and certain parts of the film were adapted from Shakespeare’s Much Ado about Nothing. After fifteen months of extensive preproduction, the film was shot over four months in Mumbai and Sydney. 

			In the film, Akash (Aamir Khan), Sid (Akshaye Khanna), and Sameer (Saif Ali Khan) are the best of buddies. Each has a different view about life and love: Akash, whose dating history never exceeds more than two weeks at a time, does not believe in the concept of love at all. Sid is of an artistic mind and very focused about his work; therefore, he is not interested in flings. Sameer is a romantic kind of a guy who falls in love instantly with every girl he meets.

			The film begins in the present but quickly goes into flashback. It is sometime after graduation, and the three friends are hanging out at a party. Akash becomes attracted to a pretty girl at the party and proposes to her in front of everyone. He finds out that her name is Shalini (Preity Zinta), and in an embarrassing sequence of events, Akash gets punched in the eye for his indecent behavior by Shalini’s fiancé, Rohit (Ayub Khan).

			Sid becomes friends with his neighbor, Tara Jaiswal (Dimple Kapadia), who has just moved in. She is an interior designer and is somewhat older; she is also a divorcee with a daughter as well as an alcoholic. Sid and Tara share a mutual love for art and, as a result, begin to spend a lot of time with each other. Soon he falls in love with her. When he confides his feelings to Akash and Sameer, Akash passes a few crude comments about the nature of their relationship, which results in a heated argument between the two ending in a rift.

			Meanwhile, Sameer’s parents have started to look for potential life partners for him, and they introduce him to Pooja. Both Pooja and Sameer are reluctant about the idea of an arranged marriage, but the moment Sameer sees Pooja, he falls in love with her; however, Pooja is already in a relationship with a guy named Subodh. 

			After some time, Akash is sent to Australia to work for the family business. He finds himself seated next to Shalini on the long flight. They become friends, and Shalini takes Akash around Sydney for sightseeing. As they spend time together, both of them realize they share feelings for each other. Still, Shalini heads back to India for her wedding, and Akash, alone in Sydney, falls into a state of depression. Akash realizes his love for Shalini, goes back to India, and proposes to her at a family function on the eve of her wedding. Although Rohit is certainly not happy about it, Shalini’s family gives their blessing, and she accepts Akash’s proposal. By this time, Pooja has broken up with her boyfriend Subodh and has started dating Sameer. 

			Toward the end of the film, heavy-drinking Tara dies of cirrhosis of the liver. Akash and Sid finally put their differences aside, and—with much emotional mileage along the way—the three-way friendship is once again restored. 

			Dil Chahta Hai did exceptionally well in the urban areas of India but failed to appeal to rural or small-town audiences. The characters in the film belong to a certain stratum of society who enjoy the “high life,” the sort who would go vacationing in Goa, visit the opera and exhibitions, and have other experiences unfamiliar to those not so privileged. This film attracted city crowds and also heralded the coming of what was to be called the multiplex era of films. Daniels talks about the Akash persona that Aamir carefully constructed for this film, noting that “Aamir’s carefully cultivated ‘Akash’ persona was the next great rage among urban youth, all trying to sport the Dil Chahta Hai look.”5 

			Dil Chahta Hai was also a fresh approach to cinema at that time. It was something that people had not seen before. The film’s style and upbeat urban vibe also carried itself into the Bollywood music and cinematic representation. In the song “Woh ladki hain kahan?,” the film pays tribute to the older Bollywood films and also moves away from these clichéd and stereotypical conventions. This song comes across as comic relief in the film.

			Wright says: 

			Although its script and story are largely original, DCH still exhibits key elements of post-modern imitation in cinema, this time through one of its most popular song sequences entitled “Woh ladhki hai kahan?” [“Where is that girl?”]6

			Dil Chahta Hai was a sensational hit in the cities and won the National Film Award for Best Feature Film in Hindi. It also was awarded a number of accolades at the Filmfare Awards and received numerous nominations at the IIFA Awards, the Zee Cine Awards, and the Screen Awards. Additionally, DCH was also screened at the International Film Festival in India, the Palm Springs International Film Festival, and the Austin Film Festival. Dil Chahta Hai set the stage for more such youth-oriented films about friendship and travel as seen with 3 Idiots (2009), Rang De Basanti (2006), Rock On (2008), Shaitan (2011), and Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara (2011).

			DILWALE DULHANIYA LE JAYENGE / BRAVEHEART TAKES THE BRIDE (1995)

			Director: Aditya Chopra

			Story/Screenplay: Aditya Chopra

			Producer: Yash Chopra 

			Cinematography: Manmohan Singh 

			Editing: Keshav Naidu 

			Music: Jatin, Lalit

			Cast: Shah Rukh Khan, Kajol, Amrish Puri, Farida Jalal, Anupam Kher

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 189 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj)

			Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (Braveheart Takes the Bride)—also abbreviated as DDLJ—is a 1995 romantic comedy written and directed by Aditya Chopra, son of Yash Chopra. The film made history in Indian cinema in many ways, and any book on Indian cinema remains incomplete without mentioning this film. Aditya Chopra headed the new group of young filmmakers of the 1990s, which also included Karan Johar. Chopra from the very beginning had his intentions clear; he wanted to make a film that would provide wholesome entertainment to families. However, he also wanted to move away from the already prevalent plotlines in those times, one such trope being lovers eloping. Instead, he wanted to make a film where the hero would ask for the heroine’s hand in marriage from the authoritative father. 

			The story of DDLJ has the simple theme of romantic love versus parental authority. Balraj (Amrish Puri) is a nonresident Indian (NRI) living in London with his wife and two daughters. He is a Punjabi born, middle-class shopkeeper who has brought up his daughters with strict Indian values. Raj (Shah Rukh Khan) is also an NRI, but he is the son of a millionaire and is therefore spoiled, bratty, and very brash in his nature. One day Balraj receives a letter from his friend Ajit in India reminding him of their promise to get Simran (Kajol) and Kuljeet (Parmeet Sethi) married off once they are of age. Although Simran is not happy at the prospect of arranged marriage, she has little choice but to abide by her patriarchal father’s decisions. After graduation, Raj and his group of friends plan to go on a Euro trip. Similarly, Simran, too, is coaxed into saying yes to the Euro trip with her girlfriends, although she is fully aware that seeking permission from her father for this was a task that would be next to impossible. 

			One night, Balraj has an unpleasant experience when Raj and his friends attempt to buy beer after closing time. Although Balraj refuses to sell the beer, Raj seizes the beer case, throws money on the counter, and runs away. Balraj returns home that night enraged and questions the moral Indian values of NRIs like Raj who were a disgrace to Indians. The next morning, Simran manages to get her father to agree to let her go on the Euro trip—on the grounds that it would be her last chance to see the world as a free woman before she ties the knot with Kuljeet. 

			Raj and Simran meet on the train during their Euro trip. Both of them miss their train to Zurich, and they travel together as a result. During the trip, Raj keeps teasing and annoying Simran, but he has already fallen in love with her; by the end of the trip, Simran has fallen in love, too, which she realizes as she parts ways with him at the London station.

			Once back home, Simran confesses her feelings to her mother (Farida Jalal) but is overheard by Balraj. He is furious, as Simran has broken his trust. He immediately decides to go back to India and get her married off. In the meantime, Raj goes to Simran’s house to tell her how he feels but is told by their next door neighbor that they have gone back to India for Simran’s arranged marriage. 

			Raj follows Simran to India. He has a difficult time when he realizes that Simran’s father is none other than the shopkeeper with whom he had the unpleasant encounter, but to Raj’s advantage, Balraj is unable to recognize him. Raj quickly becomes friends with Kuljeet and becomes a favorite of everyone in the house because of his charming nature. Raj’s father also comes to his aid from London.

			During Simran’s mehendi (henna “tattoo”) ceremony, Balraj stumbles upon a photograph of Simran and Raj taken during their Euro trip. Now recognizing him, Balraj is infuriated and throws Raj out of their house. As Raj is waiting at the station for his train, Kuljeet and his group of friends beat him up. Hearing the news of the fight, everyone arrives at the station, including Simran. Raj boards the train, and Simran pleads with her father to let her go with him. Eventually, Balraj lets go of her hand with the very famous line from the movie, “Go, Simran, go; live your life.” The film ends on that note of union between the two lovers. 

			DDLJ became the most important example of the NRI film in Bollywood. Here Raj as the NRI is shown as a potential Indian citizen as compared to Kuljeet, who is a brutal and dishonest guy. Simran is the ideal Indian woman who, despite living in a foreign country for so many years, has still not forgotten her values. Therefore, the film plays with the concepts of Indian-ness and foreign-ness, which become recurrent themes in Bollywood hereafter, with Pardes (1997) once again dealing with the marriage of an NRI boy with an Indian girl. 

			Although the couple falls in love, they don’t run away but instead try to win the parents’ approval, and so the film becomes an example of “arranged love marriage.” Vasudevan questions parental sanction and the transitional nature of the film: 

			As a number of critics have noted, the very idea of the arranged love marriage, securing parental sanction for individual romantic choices in marriage partners, is part of a longer pattern of conventions in the cinema that seeks cross-class inclusivity for its audiences.7

			There are a few interesting anecdotes regarding the story development and casting of DDLJ. Initially, Aditya had wanted to show romance between an Indian girl and an American boy (to have been played by Tom Cruise), but due to the film director Yash Chopra’s discouragement, this idea was dropped. Shah Rukh Khan was first approached for the role of Raj, but he turned down the script as he had at that point in time become extremely successful from playing villainous roles and was not keen on a romantic part. Later, the script was also rejected by Aamir Khan and Saif Ali Khan, and Shah Rukh Khan was pursued once again until he gave in. The rest truly is history.

			Ganti comments: 

			Khan’s stardom came about from his extremely unconventional “negative” roles in Baazigar and Darr, both released in 1993. After playing the villain in three films, Khan had a complete change of image in 1995 with the blockbuster Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge.8

			The success of Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge was phenomenal in the sense that it was one of the three films to be included in the 100 Movies You Must See before You Die list alongside Mother India (1957) and Deewaar (1975). It won the National Award for Best Popular Film Providing Wholesome Entertainment at the 43rd National Film Awards. It won a number of awards at the 41st Filmfare Awards in 1996 for Best Film, Best Director, Best Actress, Best Actor, Best Supporting Actress, Best Performance in a Comic Role, Best Lyricist for “Tujhe Dekha toh,” Best Screenplay, and Best Dialogue. It also won several trophies at the Screen Weekly Awards.

			DDLJ was historic in Indian cinema because it became the longest-running film at Mumbai’s much-loved Minerva Theatre in 2001, breaking Sholay’s (1975) record. Running for five hundred weeks, it became one of the biggest hits of the Hindi film industry.

			The reception of the film mirrored the complex tension of Indian family values and the Western world played out in the lives of the second-generation diaspora. The film feeds on nostalgia for the home country and the search for agency in patriarchal households. Although here the drama plays out as romance, there have been subsequent hard-hitting films about issues of conservative Asian/black families in the West. DDLJ officially started the spate of NRI/diaspora–themed films as the diaspora market opened up phenomenally for Hindi films. 

			DO BIGHA ZAMEEN / TWO ACRES OF LAND (1953)

			Director: Bimal Roy

			Screenplay: Hrishikesh Mukherjee, Paul Mahendra 

			Story: Salil Choudhury

			Producer: Bimal Roy Productions 

			Cinematography: Kamal Bose 

			Editing: Hrishikesh Mukherjee 

			Music: Salil Choudhury

			Cast: Balraj Sahni, Nirupa Roy, Jagdeep, Nazir Hussain, Rattan Kumar

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 142 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Do Bigha Zameen (Two Acres of Land) is a Hindi film by Bimal Roy and is considered a trendsetter in the advent of parallel cinema in India. With its strong socialist message, the film deals with a microcosmic human drama to comment on class inequality and exploitation in postindependence India. The film throws light on rural exploitation of the poor peasant who is then forced to migrate to the city for work. As bigha is a measuring unit for land, the title may be translated as “Two Acres of Land.” Boiled down, the story is one of a poor farmer’s land being confiscated by the landlord when he is unable to pay his dues after serious drought conditions. The landless peasant is forced to leave for the city where he works as a rickshaw driver. Bimal Roy made the film inspired by Italian neorealism after watching Vittorio de Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948). Do Bigha Zameen is considered a milestone in Indian cinema and a pioneer of Indian neorealism, which started in the 1950s but truly culminated as a movement in the 1970s. Bimal Roy’s films, in the tradition of social cinema of the early talkies, combined art and entertainment in realist narratives about social issues. The film won the All India Certificate of Merit for Best Feature Film at the National Awards. It became the first film to win the Filmfare Best Film Award and the best film at Cannes Film Festival after Neecha Nagar (1946). It also won the Prize for Social Progress at the Karlovy Vary Festival.

			Farmer Shambhu Maheto (Balraj Sahni) owns a small piece of land in the village and lives modestly with his wife and young son. After a long period of drought, the region finally gets rain, leading to a communal song of rejoicing in the fields. Shambhu relies on the produce from his small piece of land to support his family. However, local landlord Harnam Singh plans to sell his land to the mill owners and share the profit, but the problem lies in the fact that Shambhu’s little patch of land is in the middle of his estate. 

			Harnam tries to persuade Shambhu to sell his land, but he simply cannot agree to sell his means of livelihood. The landlord then orders him to repay his debt overnight or his land will be auctioned. Shambhu goes back home and discusses the situation with his father and his wife. They calculate the debt to be around sixty-five rupees, so they sell all their possessions, including his wife’s gold earrings. The landlord’s accountant forges his papers, and Shambhu is shocked to find his debt is a much higher amount. The case goes to court, but the illiterate Shambhu is unable to defend himself and loses the case. The judge orders him to pay Rs. 235 in three months or his land would be confiscated. 

			Shambhu persuades his wife that his going to the big city to earn money would be the best arrangement. His son Kanhaiya wants to go with him but Shambhu turns him down. On the train, Shambhu discovers Kanhaiya has followed him and so he agrees to chaperone his son. In Calcutta, Shambhu finds city people to be busy and indifferent. Nevertheless, Kanhaiya strikes a friendship with a boy, Ustad (Jagdeep), a street shoe shiner.

			Shambhu becomes a rickshaw driver and starts to save money to repay his debt. By the third year, Shambhu becomes more aggressive as he needs more money. In one particular sequence, a pair of lovers argue, and the young woman boards Shambhu’s rickshaw, asking him to run fast. The young man of the couple jumps on another rickshaw and asks the driver to follow the girl. Hrishikesh Mukherjee’s quick cutting creates a tension-mounting montage as the two rickshaw drivers race by the Victoria Memorial and race course. Shambhu’s rickshaw gets derailed as one of the wheels falls off. Shambhu is seriously injured, but the couple show no concern. Director Roy exposes the urban attitude to poor migrants who are treated like chattel. 

			Meanwhile in the village, Shambhu’s wife and father are living in utter poverty. The wife is distraught when there is no news from Shambhu, and she travels to Calcutta in search of her husband. She is run over by a bus and injured. Shambhu finds her coincidentally and has to spend all his savings for her treatment in hospital. Meanwhile, the son is lured to dishonest means and becomes a pickpocket. Trials mount relentlessly for this poor family. When they finally reach the village, they find their land is being auctioned. When Shambhu asks for a handful of dust from his soil at the end of the movie, the guard simply drives him off. 

			Dwyer observes that the main strength of this film lies in the performance of Balraj Sahni as Shambhu: 

			Sahni is regarded as one of the greatest actors of Indian cinema, both during his lifetime and with hindsight. He rarely appeared as the Hindi film hero but usually, as he said, as “all those fathers and uncles,” often taking roles in films dominated by outstanding female stars such as Nargis and Meena Kumari.9

			Roy’s film is a revealing commentary on rural poverty and class divide in the newly independent nation. It has none of the humor and optimism of the Raj Kapoor films, where the hero can still find love and legitimacy (e.g., Awaara, 1951). Roy himself migrated from Calcutta to Bombay, bringing with him a talented Bengali crew to set up his own production house. Hrishikesh Mukherjee worked as his editor and later became a renowned director himself. The hugely talented musician Salil Choudhury composed the music and brought the Bengali flavor to tunes in Bombay films. Later, S. D. Burman also joined the production house to give memorable tunes to films like Sujata (1960) and Bandini (1963). 

			The setting of this film in the Bengali village and Calcutta of the 1950s inevitably invites comparison with Ray, and the differing merits of the “Hindi film” and the “art film.” Having trained and worked at New Theatres Studio in Calcutta, Roy carried the legacy of Bengali literary-based cinema and cinema of social commentary to Bombay. Along with Do Bigha Zameen (the title inspired by Tagore’s poem), his films Sujata and Bandini are considered milestones as cinema of social commentary and memorable characters.

			DOOKUDU / AGGRESSION (2011)

			Director: Sreenu Vaitla

			Story/Screenplay: Sreenu Vaitla, Gopimohan, Kona Venkat

			Producers: Ram Achanta, Gopichand Achanta, Anil Sunkara 

			Cinematography: K. V. Guhan, Prasad Murella 

			Editing: M. R. Varma 

			Music: S. Thaman

			Cast: Mahesh Babu, Samantha Ruth Prabhu, Srinivasa Rao Kota, Brahmanandam, Prakash Raj, Sonu Sood, Rajeev Kanakala 

			Language: Telugu

			Specs: 175 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Volga)

			Dookudu (Aggression) is a 2011 Telugu action-comedy film helmed by Sreenu Vaitla of Anandam (2001) fame—the latter being loosely inspired from the plot of the Nora Ephron–helmed US movie You’ve Got Mail (1998). The film was one of the biggest hits of 2011 in the Telugu cinema industry and the biggest hit of Mahesh Babu’s career at that time. Due to its huge popularity, the film was dubbed into a number of other Indian languages: in Tamil as Thiradi Vettai; into Malayalam as Choodan; and into Hindi as The Real Tiger. The film saw a Bengali remake, Challenge 2 (2012), starring Dev, one of the leading faces of new Bangla cinema, and as Power in Kannada (2014). Dookudu is believed to have been partially inspired from the German film Good Bye, Lenin! (2003) directed by Wolfgang Becker.

			Shankar Narayana (Prakash Raj) is an independent MLA (Member of the Legislative Assembly) of the Shankar Nagar constituency in Hyderabad. He is a man of the people, a supporter of the poor and downtrodden. Due to his image, Shankar makes a number of enemies. In a series of unforeseen circumstances, Shankar gets into an accident; a truck collides with his car in which he and his brother Satyam were riding. As a result of the accident, he falls into an indefinite state of coma. It had always been Shankar’s dream that his little boy Ajay would one day grow up and would follow in his father’s footsteps. Years pass and the young Ajay (Mahesh Babu) grows up to become a young man who joins a police force and becomes infamous for his aggression as he primarily fights with people from the underworld. 

			Ajay is on the hunt for mafia don Nayak (Sonu Sood) who is involved in a number of illegal businesses. His hunt takes him to an undercover operation in Turkey where he meets a girl named Prashanthi (Samantha Ruth Prabhu) who is the daughter of his senior officer. Ajay falls in love with her, but much to his dismay, Prashanthi rejects his advances. With the successful completion of his project, Ajay returns to India.

			Upon returning, he gets the news that his father, Shankar, has recovered from his coma, but the doctors tell his family that any disturbing events or news might prove to be fatal for him as his condition was extremely fragile still. Consequently Ajay hides the fact that he is a police officer and puts up a charade that he, too, is an MLA like his father and goes to great lengths to keep up this lie. In the meantime, he meets Prashanthi again, and this time she reciprocates his feelings. After a brief period of romance, they marry. By this time, Ajay gets news that Nayak, along with his fellow henchmen, was actually behind his father’s accident. Fuming with vengeance, Ajay tracks them down and kills everyone except Nayak who escapes. Later Nayak dies in a Ramilla event. Toward the very end of the film, Shankar finds out his son’s true profession, and much to everyone’s surprise, he is happy and extremely grateful for the love, affection, and care that his son had showered upon him.

			The film draws its popularity primarily due to the lead actor, Mahesh Babu, whose star power in the Telugu film industry is undeniable, much like that of Kamal Haasan and Rajinikanth’s in the Tamil counterpart. Joe Christopher talks at length about the phenomenon of the star power that is particularly unique to the film industries of the south, such as Kannada, Telugu, and Tamil. In the film industries of the south, a kind of cine-politics revolving around the image of the stars is in existence. This becomes apparent in their films where the main characters or protagonists emerge as alternative authoritative figures of politics. What makes this star power different and so specific to the industry of the south is its basis in the state cine-politics. According to the Hindu listing available online, the Mahesh Babu movies one must watch are Murari (2001), Okkadu (The One, 2003), Athadu (It’s Him, 2005), Khaleja (2010), Pokiri (Rogue, 2006), and Businessman (2012).10 

			Aside from Mahesh Babu, the other mega star of the Telugu industry is Chiranjeevi who has been reigning for nearly four decades now. A few of his notable films include Tagore (2003), Indra (2002), Jagadeka Veerudu Athiloka Sundari (1990), Rudraveena (1988), Aaradhana (1987), Vijetha (1985), Gharana Mogudu (1992), Khaidi (1983), Abhilasha (1983), SwayamKrushi (1987), and Pratibandh (1990). 

			Dookudu has won an astounding number of accolades in different awards functions. It won at the CineMMA Awards (2012), Filmfare Awards South (2012), South Indian International Movie Awards (2012), Times of India Film Awards (2012), and the Mirchi Music Awards South (2012). It picked up honors in such categories as Best Film, Best Director, Best Actor, Best Actor in a Supporting Role, and Best Actor in a Negative Role at almost all these award functions. 

			DOSTANA / FRIENDSHIP (2008)

			Director: Tarun Mansukhani

			Screenplay: Tarun Mansukhani

			Producer: Karan Johar 

			Cinematography: Ayananka Bose 

			Editing: Manan Sagar 

			Music: Vishal and Shekhar

			Cast: John Abraham, Abhishek Bachchan, Priyanka Chopra, Bobby Deol, Kiron Kher, Boman Irani, Sushmita Mukherjee

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 139 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj)

			Tarun Mansukhani’s Dostana (Friendship) is noted as the first commercial, popular, romantic comedy feature film from India to exclusively engage in a queer dialogue using the devices of “mistaken identity” and “misreading.”11 This film provides a rich platform for studying the discourses of sexuality, Indian-ness, diaspora, and performativity. The film sets up the concepts of “dosti” and “yaarana,” the trope of the homo-social triangle, and the queer representation of characters (or “queer framing”) in Hindi cinema. By acknowledging the slippages between “real identity” and “mistaken identity,” this film ushers in a new queer cinematic discourse within popular Bollywood. While Dostana (Friendship) cannot legitimately lay claim to the mantle of the first gay film from India, it is one of the first mainstream commercial films from Bollywood to explicitly engage in a queer dialogue by means of rerouting traditional rituals and denaturalizing family structures, thus reimagining Indian-ness through a queer lens.

			Dostana starts in Miami and explores the story of two men who pretend to be gay so they can rent an apartment from an older lady and her niece. Two newly acquainted men on Miami Beach—fashion photographer Kunal (John Abraham) and male nurse Sameer (Abhishek Bachchan)—find themselves in dire housing straits. They chance upon a gorgeous luxury apartment where Neha (Priyanka Chopra) needs two flatmates, but her aunt the landlady will only allow female flatmates for her niece. At this point, the plot is reminiscent of Bosom Buddies (Robert Boyett et al., 1980–1982) where Tom Hanks and Peter Scolari dress up as women to live in a women’s dorm. Here our heroes pretend to be a gay couple so that they can live in this house. However, other circumstances force the two to dig deeper into the lie, which gets further complicated when they each fall in love with Neha. Their competition for her love strains the two men’s friendship and adds another layer of narrative between the three, while the mistaken sexual identity drives the plot. These mistaken identities and the responses to them by others account for much of the humor in the film. Dostana can be considered the first movie in mainstream Hindi cinema with direct homosexual references as its main thread that has achieved global box office success.12           
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					John Abraham, Priyanka Chopra, and Abhishek Bachchan in Dostana (2008).

					Source: Yash Raj Films / Photofest © Yash Raj Films.

				

			

			The title sequence begins with the song and dance number “Shut Up and Bounce” (Sunidhi Chauhan, 2008) and establishes Kunal and Sameer as the main protagonists of the film. In the words of Dudrah, it acts as a “narrative accelerator,”13 introducing us to the bachelor lifestyle of the two characters—young, single, and sexually promiscuous. However, the pleasures of the opening credits are more than this, as they suggest the possibility of queer “misreadings.” The song “Desi Girl” (Shankar Mahadevan and Sunidhi Chauhan, 2008) presents the triangular relationship between the three lead characters, as Sam and Kunal vie to get the attention of Neha, or as it could be read, to get the attention of each other. Viewing a song promo outside of the context of the film is an accepted practice by audiences; however, it can give an inaccurate or misrepresentative portrayal of the plot and story line. We would suggest the initial promo’s focus on scenes from the song show the homo-social interplay between Sam and Kunal with a montage of images such as a comic portrayal of sadomasochism.14 Kunal is established as the sexualized “item boy” subverting the role of the “item girl” in more traditional Indian cinema.

			The cosmopolitan setting offers Sam and Kunal (in their made-up story) to live openly as a gay couple. Similarly, although we are informed that Kunal has lived in the United States for just three years there is no reference to his geographical origin, social status, or family in India. Likewise, the character of Sameer is described as previously residing in the United Kingdom. We are presented the image of his London home with a Miami-esque front garden and incongruous palm trees, utilizing a conventional Hindi film trope: the meaninglessness of the foreign space. Although it is not explicitly stated, we can infer that Sam is a first-generation Indian migrant, dislocated from the norms and conventions of India socially and geographically.

			Neha and her aunt (Sushmita Mukherjee) define themselves at one point as Sindhi, but as an audience we are privy to nothing else of their provenance. Indeed, to an Indian spectator their lifestyles might seem distinctly American. The fact that Neha lives alone despite her aunt living in the same city may surprise Indian cinemagoers, as might the aunt’s patronage of strip clubs. The sole representative from the North Indian patriarchal family is the mother figure, played by Kiron Kher. The mother’s visual performance of “aarti” (ritual of worship) and the auditory signifiers of “dhol” and “bale bale” (the drum and a popular Punjabi way of expressing happiness), establish her as the stereotypical Punjabi mother from Hindi film. Although she may be deracinated from her homeland, the graduation photographs of Sam on her mantelpiece and gold bangles on her wrist demarcate her as very much the Indian “Maa” (mother figure).

			The notion of being gay is initially framed as something absurd. The overdramatic response from the mother, whose resounding slap and disapproval is framed as comical, brings to the fore the realities associated with coming out. Subsequently, as the idea becomes accepted, it is the mother who is then depicted in an absurd manner for not accepting the sexuality of her son. Finally, while surrounded by traditional Indian signifiers, the mother figure demonstrates her acceptance through a combination of Indian-ness and religion; she gives consent to the sham relationship of Sam and Kunal in a ceremony mirroring Hindi religious imagery, and she states, “whatever God does is for the best.” This feeling is magnified due to the appropriation of the title track, “Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham” from the film by the same name (explored elsewhere in this volume).

			Dostana is a significant Indian film not just for its global success and being the eighth-highest grossing film of 2008. As the film’s director, Tarun Mansukhani, acknowledged in an interview with Filmfare, “Indian audience has come of age to accept bolder topics.”15 In doing so, Dostana was significant in beginning a dialogue on queer identity within the mainstream and opening the closets of Bollywood. 

		

	
		
			• E •

		

		
			ELIPPATHAYAM / RAT TRAP (1982)

			Director: Adoor Gopalakrishnan

			Story/Screenplay: Adoor Gopalakrishnan

			Producer: K. Ravindran Nair 

			Cinematography: Mankada Ravi Varma 

			Editing: M. Mani 

			Music: M. B. Sreenivasan

			Cast: Karamana Janardanan Nair, Sharada, Jalaja, Rajam K. Nair

			Language: Malayalam

			Specs: 121 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Second Run)

			Elippathayam (Rat Trap) is a Malayalam melodrama directed by Adoor Gopalakrishnan. Along with P. N. Menon’s Olavum Theeravum (1970), it is considered to be among the best examples of the New Wave movement in Kerala, spearheaded by Gopalakrishnan and others. This is Gopalakrishnan’s first attempt in color, and the film has been critically acclaimed for its realistic depiction of a declining feudal family in Kerala.

			A traditional feudal family in Kerala that was matrilineal or matrilocal by nature was known as a tharavad. The film is set in the the postindependence era of Malabar where once privileged tharavad households were now on the decline because of modernity in Kerala. Caste has been important in the formation of modernity in Kerala, which has been very different from other caste systems of India. The Nairs and the Namboodiris together formed the land-owning class of the state. Nairs followed a matrilineal and matrilocal kinship system where women of the tharavad household would enter into Sambandhan (meaningful relationship) marriages with either men of the same caste or a higher one such as the Namboodiris. 

			In the film, Unni (Karamana Janardanan Nair) lives with his two sisters, Rajamma (Sharada) and Sridevi (Jalaja). He suddenly wakes up in the middle of the night screaming that he has been bitten by a rat. They try to chase the rat out of the house but are unsuccessful. The next day, Sridevi, the younger sister, brings down an old rat trap from the attic. They put a piece of coconut inside it as bait and catch the rat. At dawn, Sridevi takes the rat to the nearby pond and drowns it while it is still inside the trap. The motif of the rat trap runs throughout the course of the film and, as the title would indicate, becomes an important metaphor.

			Unni is now physically and mentally impotent. He is heavily dependent on Rajamma for even the pettiest of matters, such as getting a glass of water. He is chained to his chair and is enslaved to his status of a landlord. While Sridevi does little or no work at all in the house on the pretext of “studying,” Rajamma slaves throughout the day. Unni, unmarried himself, is a selfish man, taking no interest or effort to get his sisters married off, as that would cause a division of property on the grounds of the matrilineal system, and he thus keeps rejecting marriage proposals that come for Rajamma one after the other. 

			Unni is powerless and cowardly, panicking when he gets mud on his clothes or when a cow enters their grounds, and he does nothing to stop thieves from stealing coconuts from the trees on their estate. He behaves in a curt manner with all those who come to visit him. Unni dismisses the estate manager’s son who visits the family gifting Sridevi perfume. Unni looks down upon the would-be suitor with scorn because he works in the Gulf, mocking him for becoming so dark doing manual labor in the sun. 

			One day, his other sister comes to live with them. She is the oldest of the three and is married with children. This does not make Unni happy, as he is aware that she has come for her share of the property. Her son steals money from Unni’s room and breaks the glass of his flashlight. Rajamma now falls ill due to abdominal pain and becomes bedridden. The eldest sister cooks food for the family, but Unni does not like her cooking and does not eat what she prepares. 

			The youngest sister, Sridevi, elopes with her lover and cannot be found. Unni is shocked but does nothing about it. Rajamma’s condition keeps getting worse, and she falls severely ill. At the end, Unni is unable to adjust to the changing world around him; he withdraws into the confines of his room, like a rat in a trap.           
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					Elippathayam (1982).

					Source: General Pictures / Photofest © General Pictures.

				

			

			Regional cinemas have played the role of the ideological state apparatus and have thus been instrumental in forming a sense of belonging, a sense of identity formation. Malayalee cinema in particular has become an important discourse on modernity and depicts its drawbacks and the sociocultural changes that were occurring at that time.

			Pillai talks about the Malayalee art cinema at great length, noting:

			In the 1970s, Malayalam cinema witnessed the rise of “art cinema.” . . . The influence of modernism, however, created a split between high and low art, between parallel and mainstream cinema which did not prove favorable in the long run.1

			Gokulsing and Dissanayake continue this thinking: 

			The strength of the regional cinemas lies in the way local forms of culture and cultural practices were captured on the screen. . . . The film vividly captures the life of rural Kerala; the representational devices chosen by the director enhance the sense of place and time. What we find in Rat Trap, then, is the cultural density of Southern India.2

			Elippathayam won many accolades all over the world, including the Kerala State Award for Best Film. It also has two National Film Awards (1982) to its credit, as well as one Silver Lotus Award for Best Audiography and another Silver Lotus for Best Regional Film (Malayalam). It won the British Film Institute Award for the Most Original and Imaginative Film shown at the National Film Theatre. It also won the Sutherland Trophy, awarded to Adoor Gopalakrishnan at the 1982 London Film Festival.
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			FIRE (1996)

			Director: Deepa Mehta

			Story/Screenplay: Deepa Mehta

			Producers: Bobby Bedi, Deepa Mehta 

			Cinematography: Giles Nuttgens 

			Editing: Barry Farrell 

			Music: A.R. Rahman

			Cast: Nandita Das, Shabana Azmi, Karishma Jhalani 

			Language: English

			Specs: 108 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (New Yorker Film)

			Fire is a 1996 drama made by Canada-based filmmaker Deepa Mehta. The film is part of a body of work made by Indian diaspora filmmakers who put the spotlight on Indian society and the problems of caste, class, and gender. US-based Mira Nair had already made the celebrated Salaam Bombay (1988) about life in Bombay slums. Mehta went on to make Earth and Water to form the trilogy on India. These films also were coproduced with India with shared finances and the advantage of local and global markets.

			Fire is the story of a joint family running a family food store in old Delhi. The older brother follows a spiritual guru and abstains from worldly activities, including sexual activities. In contrast, the younger brother runs a video shop and is a womanizer. The older daughter-in-law Sita (Nandita Das) looks after the household, does all the physical work, and looks after her bedridden mother-in-law. She is childless and feels guilty about not being able to add to the family lineage. The younger brother brings home a new bride, Radha (Shabana Azmi). Radha loves Hindi film music and prefers trousers to sarees. As none of the men have time for their wives, the two neglected women spend time together, and their bonding leads to intimacy and desire. Radha, who always dreamed of an idyllic, happy place, seems to find it with Sita. Their physical intimacy is seen as a huge threat to the patriarchal values in a North Indian family. When her husband confronts her, Radha proclaims that she is happy with Sita and wants to live with her. One day when she is trapped in a fire in the kitchen, her husband does not save her. Radha survives the literal—and metaphorical—trial by fire and leaves home to meet Sita at the local sufi darga (shrine where homeless people may find shelter). The darga represents a refuge outside the tenets of institutionalized religion and patriarchal laws.

			Through the microcosm of this Delhi middle-class household, director Mehta exposes the male-dominated values in the family where the women work but are not valued or loved. Radha always recalls the dream of being a child seeing the ocean but being unable to step out of her house. Sita is more modern and will not put up with her husband’s chauvinism. She builds up Radha’s self-esteem with love and nurturing, and the two enter into a satisfying relationship. 

			The first film to openly deal with female homosexuality, Fire opened in 1996 amid great controversy. In India, the colonial laws still criminalized homosexuality, and the right-wing religious establishments saw it as a threat to society. Fire was approved with no cuts by the censor board, but within a few weeks, the right-wing political party Bajrang Dal vandalized theaters in Delhi, Surat, and Pune. On its second release, there were more violent protests in theaters. The film ran successfully in the metros only after the third release. Fire thus became the center of vigorous debate on freedom of expression and artistic rights. Along with many other industry stalwarts, director Mehta made a petition to the Supreme Court for freedom of speech requiring the movie to receive police protection. Armed political groups burned Mehta’s effigy, accusing her of corrupting Indian values, and fiercely protested the use of Hindu mythological names Radha and Sita for the lesbian couple. 

			Many feminists critiqued the film saying Fire simplified patriarchy and offered sexual liberation as the answer to oppression. Mehta argued that her film was about the society that she knew and about the choices people that she knew make when confronted with injustice. Fire thus became a central text for women’s issues in middle-class India. Lead actor Shabana Azmi plays the role of Radha with exceptional empathy and detail. Nandita Das as the young Sita also delivers a brilliant performance. Radha’s trial by fire and her final exit from the house were seen as hugely inspirational for female audiences. The film grabbed international headlines and was a celebrated text in the festival circuits starting from Berlinale.

			On this matter, Gokulsing and Dissanayake comment, “From Canada, Deepa Mehta’s Fire (1996) has proved controversial. It depicts the relationship between two brides, sisters-in-law, in the North Indian home of a middle-class extended family.”1 In the words of Gopinath:

			What [filmmaker Mehta] is trying to do is hold up the mirror of social change in contemporary India. Yet the film did not go down as well as expected. It was seen as a feminist tract, particularly because it portrayed all men in the story as old fashioned male chauvinists and the women as victims.2

			Mehta proceeded to make a trilogy on women with Earth (dealing with partitioning and communal violence, 1998) and Water (dealing with the oppression of young widows in the holy city of Benaras, 2005). Water was also held up when aggressive religious groups destroyed the sets in Benaras. Mehta eventually had to make the film outside India in Sri Lanka.

			Fire is a groundbreaking film exposing gender discrimination and class exploitation in average households and, finally, offering agency and empowerment to the women who step out of repressed lives. It is a definitive film for the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender community in India and in the diaspora, and it continues to enjoy currency as a modern classic. Both actors Azmi and Das have continued to work in films that question the system and are identified as progressive and political in their career choices as well as their social activism. As Deepa Mehta herself commented, “my film is about choice or the lack of it for the two female protagonists. It is really about choosing a path in life and finding it is possible outside the institutions of religion and patriarchy.”3 
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			GANGS OF WASSEYPUR (2012)

			Director: Anurag Kashyap 

			Story/Screenplay: Zeishan Quadri, Anurag Kashyap

			Producers: Atul Shukla, Anurag Kashyap 

			Cinematography: Rajeev Ravi 

			Editing: Shweta Venkat 

			Music: Sneha Khanwalkar, G. V. Prakash Kumar

			Cast: Manoj Bajpayee, Jaideep Ahlawat, Nawazuddin Siddiqui

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 319 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (2012)

			Gangs of Wasseypur is a Hindi crime drama directed by Anurag Kashyap. It is a two-part drama on the coal mafia of Dhanbad, Jharkhand, and the bitter rivalry, power struggle, and vengeance among three feuding families. The film features an ensemble cast led by Manoj Bajpayee and Jaideep Ahlawat, with Huma Qureshi, Richa Chadda, Nawazuddin Siddiqui, and Pankaj Tripathi in major roles. The narrative spans generations from the 1940s to the 1990s. Originally shot as a single film of 320 minutes, it was premiered at the Cannes Film Festival in 2012. However, the length created distribution problems in India so the film was divided into two parts. 

			The district of Dhanbad and Wasseypur belonged to Bengal under the British Raj. After independence, they were included in Bihar. In 2002, they were redistricted to the newly formed state of Jharkhand. During British colonial rule, farmlands were taken over to start the business of coal mining in Dhanbad. The village of Wasseypur is controlled by the local butcher family of Qureshi Muslims. A Pathan, Shahid Khan (Jaideep Ahlawat) pretending to be the local gangster Sultana, robs the British from their ferry trains. When the Qureshis find out, they banish Shahid and his family from Wasseypur. They settle in Dhanbad, and Shahid works as a laborer in the local coal mines. 

			Shahid’s wife dies in childbirth, and Shahid is denied leave by his manager; the enraged Shahid eventually kills the manager. In 1947, changes happen in newly independent India, and the coal mines are sold to the local industrialist Ramadhir Singh (Tigmanshu Dhulia). When Ramadhir overhears Shahid’s plans to take over the coal mines, he sends Shahid to Benaras and has him killed by his henchmen. Shahid’s cousin Nasir flees the house with Shahid’s son before another gangster, Ehsaan, sends his men to kill Shahid’s family. Ehsaan lies to Ramadhir, claiming that Shahid’s family has been wiped out. Meanwhile, Shahid’s son Sardar learns about his father’s murder and shaves his head, vowing to avenge his father. Nasir narrates the complex tale as much of the action moves in flashback.

			Sardar marries Nagma Khatoon (Richa Chadda), a feisty woman who chases her husband out of brothels, though when she is pregnant a second time, Sardar’s sexual frustration is mitigated when his wife gives him permission to sleep with other women. Sardar and his cousin Nasir and Asghar start working for Ramadhir’s son. They sell the company petrol illegally and rob a train. When they usurp Singh’s land, the two families are forced to meet. Nasir and Asghar are sent to jail, but Ramadhir realizes that Sardar is the son of Sultan whom he had killed in the 1940s. 

			Sardar takes a second wife, Rani (Reema Sen) in Wasseypur. On the Muslim festival of Muharram, Sardar plans a series of bomb blasts and is now more feared than the Qureshis. Nagma has a second son, and Durga also has a child Definite Khan (Zeishan Quadri). Nagma’s child suspects she has had sex with Nasir, and in frustration, he becomes a drug addict. As Sardar enjoys more clout, Ramadhir and Sultan join forces to eliminate their common enemy. Sardar increases his business by stealing iron ore. In a failed attack by Ramadhir, Danish is injured but Sardar and Nagma reunite.

			Faizal (Nawazuddin Siddiqui), who bore a grudge against his father, informs Ramadhir that Sardar will be traveling without security. Durga also betrays Sardar by informing the Qureshis when Sardar leaves her home. As he stops to refuel his car at the petrol pump, he is surrounded by henchmen who open fire. The camera pulls back to reveal Sardar’s body riddled with bullets, and as he draws his gun to fire, he collapses onto a ferry cycle.         
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					Manoj Bajpayee in Gangs of Wasseypur (2012).

					Source: Cinelicious Pics / Photofest © Cinelicious Pics.

				

			

			With a narrative voice atop the densely crowded scenes, director Kashyap shoots in a realist style with ample boldness and gruesome violence. Influences are evident from Martin Scorsese to Quentin Tarantino, but the Indian flavor is firmly retained with local dialect and folk music. The relentless pace, taut script, and ace performances make Gangs of Wasseypur a hypnotic film experience. A cult film today, it is a triumph of the new independent film genre, and director Kashyap is at the top of his game. 

			Gangs of Wasseypur had an “A” certificate (“adults only”) from the Indian Censor Board. It was made on a meager budget and was moderately successful at the box office. However, it grew to be a cult film with international acclaim at film festivals including Cannes, Sundance, and London. The film won Best Director Award and the Best Film Award at the 55th Asia-Pacific Film Festival. It gained commercial distribution in France and in the Middle East, though it was banned in Kuwait and Qatar. The film won the Best Audiography Award and a Special Mention for Acting for Nawazuddin at the National Awards. At the Filmfare Awards, it won four accolades including Critics’ Awards for Best Film and Best Actress. 

			The sequel covers the period from the 1990s to 2009. Sardar’s body is retrieved by his sons Danish and Faizal. Danish also shoots the lone killer who is discovered, and Ramadhir kills Danish outside the courthouse. But another round of gangsters appear, and another spate of killings follow. At Danish’s funeral, Faizal promises his mother he will get revenge. When Fazlu wins a local election, Faizal meets him (apparently to congratulate him) but, instead, beheads him. Faizal becomes notorious and is feared by other gangsters. He meets Ramadhir to work out a truce. Faizal then marries his sweetheart. Faizal’s younger brother Perpendicular and his stepbrother Definite become young goons. In the rest of the complicated action that follows, murders are avenged with further violence. Perpendicular is killed. Finally, Ramadhir’s son sets up Definite to kill Faizal. Faizal’s wife and child move to Bombay with Nasir. Definite now rules Wasseypur, and the region is still a battlefield as before. While all the main players of the three-generation story are killed, the mafia chain continues as does the gang rivalry, power brokering, and pitiless bloodshed. 

			Gangs of Wasseypur remains Anurag Kashyap’s triumph throughout. A taut screenplay and a brilliant score offer a hypnotic cinema experience. Although many critics have raised questions about its length and levels of violence, the narrative is a gripping tale of small-town gangster life. The two parts together give us an ambitious epic film shining with ensemble performances and deftly weaves a complex plot. 

			Anurag Kashyap broke rules with his early films Paanch (2003) and Black Friday (2004). With Gangs of Wasseypur, he creates a new cinematic language and firmly pegs the arrival of new independent cinema. The film is the Indian equivalent of Sergio Leone’s Once upon a Time in America (1984) or Robert Rodriguez’s Once upon a Time in Mexico (2003). Kashyap’s production company Phantom Films has produced some of the most remarkable films in India, fostering new talent in writing, creatives, and music. They include Udaan (2010), Masaan (2016), and That Girl in Yellow Boots (2011). 

			Further Reading

			Devasunadaram, Ashvin Immanuel. India’s New Independent Cinema: Rise of the Hybrid. London: Routledge, 2016.

			GARAM HAWA / SCORCHING WINDS (1973)

			Director: M. S. Sathyu

			Story: Ismat Chugtai 

			Screenplay: Kaifi Azmi, Shama Zaidi

			Producers: Ishan Arya, M. S. Sathyu, Abu Siwani 

			Cinematography: Ishan Arya 

			Editing: S. Chakraborty 

			Music: Bahadur Khan

			Cast: Balraj Sahni, Dinanath Zutshi, Gita Siddharth, Shaukat Kaifi, Farooque Shaikh, Jalal Agha

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 146 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Garam Hawa (Scorching Winds) is considered by many the definitive Indian film on Partition. It was made by a collective of Marxist artists and affiliates of the Indian People Theatre Association (IPTA). Adapated from a story by Ismat Chugtai, the screenplay was written by Kaifi Azmi and Shama Zaidi. The Progressive Writers Group included a fair number of leading writers and leftist intellectuals who were openly critical about the Partition, communal tensions, and social inequality. They also worked as a collective and collaborated on enduring projects such as Garam Hawa. This was also the best time for art house cinema, as based on the aesthetics of realism drafted by Satyajit Ray. Garam Hawa is a significant film questioning the future of the Muslim in postindependent India.

			A family of Muslim businessmen living in Agra begin to feel the implications of Partition and minority identity. Salim Mirza (Balraj Sahni) is a small-town businessman who manufactures leather footwear. The film opens at the railway station where he is seeing off his sister and family who are migrating to Karachi (in Pakistan). Salim is the second brother of a joint family. His older brother Halim is a supporter of Jinnah (the founder of Pakistan) whom he believes to be a leader of the Muslims in India. Salim has a dearly loved daughter, Ameena (Gita Siddharth), and sons Baqar and Sikandar. Ameena is in love with Halim’s son even as Halim’s family is preparing to move to Pakistan. 

			Director M. S. Sathyu sensitively captures the disintegration of the family soon after Partition when Muslims moved to Pakistan and Hindus migrated to India. Salim is optimistic about the newly independent nation and hopes the future of the Muslim in India will get better. There is concern about the family property as it is in Halim’s name and will now get confiscated by the government. Halim’s son agrees to go with his father and promises to return to take Ameena with him later. Family friend Fakhruddin has joined the Congress and intends to stay in India. He wants his son Kasim to marry Ameena, but she rebukes his advances. 

			As business conditions worsen, Salim begins to lose money in his trade. The ancestral house is confiscated by the government, and the family moves to a smaller rented property, found after great difficulty. Salim’s mother refuses to move out of her old home and is found hiding in the storage shed for firewood. Kasim returns secretly to marry Ameena, and the wedding is fixed swiftly; however, the police arrive, and Kasim is deported. Knowing he will never return, Ameena begins to encourage Shamsad’s attention and gives in to his physical advances. Salim Mirza’s younger brother also leaves for Pakistan, and his mother dies of old age. Salim’s son is unable to find a job as conditions for the Muslims get worse. Fakhruddin now leaves for Pakistan with his family although Shamsad promises to return for Ameena. 

			Violence breaks out, and Salim Mirza is injured; he loses workers and is forced to work physically himself. His son has now turned to a group of radicals. Shamsad’s mother returns to buy trousseau for her son’s fiancée, but Ameena’s hopes are dashed when she learns that Shamsad is marrying another girl. In a fit of depression, she dons her wedding scarf and slashes her wrists. A distraught Salim and his wife now feel they have no option but to leave. On the way to the station, they see a procession, and Sikandar joins them. Salim, too, realizes he cannot leave, and so he joins the procession. 

			The narrative clearly heaps a relentless series of travails on the Mirzas, leading to a split in the family, the loss of ancestral property, and the tragic death of Ameena. Slow awareness of minority politics and the collapsing dream of independence render the nation vulnerable and the Mirza family disseminated. Historical forces deprive the characters of agency, and the women are the worst sufferers. 

			Raghavendra argues that despite being “a piece of evocative historical cinema” the film still makes use of melodrama in its narrative style. Gokulsing argues that the characters seem too much to be victims of historical forces and that they needed to show some agency. Though it should still be noted the sweep of events following Partition led to the largest migration in human history, bringing in its wake the worst scale of violence, murder, and rape. Gokulsing and Dissanayake comment that the film 

			brought home to millions of Indians the traumatic consequences of the Partition. Focusing on the plight of the minority Muslims in North India, the film depicts the trials and tribulations of a Muslim family in Agra “swept up in the vortex of communal frenzy that followed the partition of India” (Garga, 1996:204).1 

			Director M. S. Sathyu displayed extraordinary sensitivity in chronicling the plight of the Muslim family, noting:

			What I really wanted to expose in Garam Hava was the games these politicians play . . . I am not talking only about India, but even in Vietnam, Biafra, Germany . . . It is all the same. How many of us in India really wanted the Partition? Look at all the suffering it caused. (Quoted in Garga, 1996:245)2

			The havoc wrought by the Partition of India on the lives of so many people and the humiliations suffered by Muslims are vividly portrayed in Garam Hawa. And the sense of betrayal is captured in the nuanced performance of Balraj Sahni in his role as Salim Mirza, the elderly shoemaker. 

			There have been other films on this human catastrophe, such as Pamela Rooks’s Train to Pakistan, Deepa Mehta’s Earth, Pinjar, and Gurinder Chadda’s The Viceroy’s House. The best known films about Partition and its long-lasting psychological trauma are Ritwik Ghatak’s trilogy on the Bengal Partition, Meghey Dhaka Tara (Cloud Capped Star, 1960), Komal Gandhar (1961), and Subarnarekha (1965). These are considered world cinema classics and are regularly curated at international festivals.

			GOLMAAL (OR GOL MAAL) / mayhem (1979)

			Director: Hrishikesh Mukherjee

			Story: Sailesh Dey 

			Screenplay: Sachin Bhowmick

			Producer: N. C. Sippy 

			Cinematography: Jaywant Pathare 

			Editing: Subhash Gupta 

			Music: R. D. Burman

			Cast: Amol Palekar, Utpal Dutt, Deven Verma, David Abraham, Bindiya Goswami, Shubha Khote, Dina Pathak

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 119 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Golmaal (Mayhem) is a 1979 Hindi comedy directed by Hrishikesh Mukherjee. The film boasts such talented and powerful actors as Amol Palekar, Utpal Dutt, Dina Pathak, Om Prakash, and Shubha Khote. Golmaal is a typical Hrishikesh Mukherjee film full of innocent-yet-witty humor. Like his other films, Golmaal, too, is an example of Mukherjee’s “middle cinema.” 

			The story of Golmaal is one about Ramprasad “Ram” Dashrathprasad Sharma (Amol Palekar), a fresh university graduate looking for a job. Without parents, the only family Ramprasad has is his sister Ratna (Manju Singh) and his uncle, Dr. Kedar (David Abraham). Ramprasad is an avid lover of sports and music who spends his free time with his friends indulging in endless singing sessions. 

			As soon as Ramprasad’s results are out, Dr. Kedar sets up a job interview for him at a firm called Urmila Traders. The firm is run by Bhavani Shankar (Utpal Dutt), and it has been named after his daughter, Urmila (Bindiya Goswami). Bhavani Shankar, who is otherwise a good man, is very rigid and set in his opinions when employing young people in his office. He firmly believes that young people should concentrate only on their work and should have no interest in sports, modern fashion, music, or dance. Most odd, he also believes that only people who fashion a moustache are clean at heart. 

			On Dr. Kedar’s advice, Ramprasad—who doesn’t own a single stitch of Indian attire—“begs and borrows” for a pair of kurta-pajamas from his actor friend, Deven Verma. On the day of the interview, Bhavani Shankar encounters one disappointing candidate after another. Toward the end, he is fed up and almost convinced that the present generation of young men is no good. The last interview of the day ends with a mustachioed Ramprasad, who manages to impress Bhavani Shankar so much that the latter offers him the job immediately with a salary of 850 rupees, a hefty sum for 1979.

			Everything goes well for a few days until one day Ramprasad leaves the office early to watch a hockey match with his friends; he lies to Bhavani, saying that his ailing and lonely mother had fallen sick—when she had actually died years prior. Bhavani is sympathetic toward Ram and allows him to leave early. He also goes to see the same hockey match that day and sees Ramprasad in the crowd. The next day Bhavani, fuming with anger, asks him about his mother’s health and then goes on to ask about the hockey match. Finding himself in a fix, Ram quickly comes up with a story reminiscent of the plot of a film Deven had recounted to him. He convinces Shankar that the person he had seen at the stadium was his identical twin, Lakshmanprasad Dashrathprasad Sharma, who goes by “Lucky” and “Lakshman.” Lucky has the complete opposite values of Ram, is without a job, and has the habit of indulging himself in frivolities, such as music, dance, and sports, without any ambition in life. To top it all off, no moustache. Hearing this story and realizing that Ram was the only breadwinner of the family, Bhavani offers to help them out by assigning Ram as the music teacher for Urmila. 

			Despite many attempts to turn down Bhavani’s offer, Ram has to abide by his boss’s orders in the end and, therefore, has to shave off his moustache in order to play the part of Lakshman. He visits the Shankar household and introduces himself as Lucky. Urmila had heard Lakshman (Ramprasad) sing previously at a gathering, and she tells him that she was a huge fan of his. She takes a liking to him, and both spend a lot of time with each other. 

			In the meantime, Bhavani Shankar plans a trip to Ram’s house to check up on his mother’s health. Deven and Ram convince Mrs. Srivastava (Dina Pathak) who was a socialite to play the part of Ram and Ratna’s mother. She agrees, and Bhavani is completely convinced by her acting. A few days after, Bhavani meets Mrs. Srivastava at a party all decked out. He is baffled as he was under the impression that Ram’s mother was a widow who led a rather simple life. Bhavani follows Mrs. Srivastava around the party, trying to talk to her. She keeps avoiding him, but in finding it extremely difficult to shake him off, she makes up a story and tells him that she was the twin sister. 

			Bhavani’s sister Kalindi (Shubha Khote) notices a change in Urmila’s behavior. She brings this to her brother’s attention who immediately appoints Ram as Urmila’s tutor in order to protect his daughter from Lakshman’s bad influence. Bhavani decides to get Ram and Urmila married. Urmila objects to the marriage as she loves Lucky and threatens to poison herself. Lucky confesses to Urmila that Ram and he are the same person. 

			One day Ram loses his fake moustache in front of Bhavani. Bhavani ends up believing that the dastardly Lakshman had murdered his brother Ram and was impersonating him in order to marry Urmila. Bhavani chases him around the house—and the city—with a gun and ends up at the police station. The officer in charge mistakes Bhavani for the criminal Pascal D’Costa, but an inspector rectifies his mistake and Bhavani is set free. Once back home, Kalindi tells him that Lucky and Urmila were married. The truth is finally told to Bhavani, and he has no other choice but to accept Ram’s apology. The film ends with a family photograph being clicked and Bhavani is revealed in the photo . . . without a moustache.          
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					Golmaal (1979) poster art.

					Source: Rupam Chitra / Photofest © Rupam Chitra.

				

			

			The frontrunners of the film’s cast were excellent choices as Amol Palekar and Utpal Dutt come from the tradition of Indian theater and deliver hearty performances. Amol Palekar had started his career as a painter and had appeared in the Hindu film industry domain from the 1970s onward, with his most famous films being Chhoti Si Baat (1975), Rajnigandha (1974), Chitchor (1976), Baton Baton Mein (1979), and Naram Garam (1981). He turned to directing with Aakreit (1981) and has gone on to make such notable pictures as Paheli (2005) and Quest (2006).

			Utpal Dutt is a remarkable stage and screen actor from Bengal who gave us memorable performances in films by leading directors like Satyajit Ray (e.g., Jana Aranya). In Golmaal, he extends a tradition of situational comedy taken to its zenith by comedians Bhanu Bandopadhyaya and Jahar Roy. This Bengal comedy template was imported to Hindi cinema in an excellent avatar by Hrishikesh Mukherjee. 

			The film was immensely appreciated by critics, going on to win the Filmfare Award in 1980 for Best Actor given to Amol Palekar, Best Comedian Award given to Utpal Dutt, and Best Lyricist Award given to Gulzar for the song “Aanewala Pal.” Hrishikesh Mukherjee was well versed in the comedy genre with highly successful previous ventures such as Guddi (1971), Mili (1975), Chupke Chupke (1975), and Bawarchi (1972) to his name. Dwyer, however, argues that “this is a film for the Hindi film connoisseur. The neophyte will not enjoy the slow opening or the ridiculous farce that ensues, but this remains one of the best-loved comedies among Hindi film fans.3 

			GUIDE (1965)

			Director: Vijay Anand

			Screenplay: Vijay Anand 

			Story: R. K. Narayan

			Producer: Dev Anand 

			Cinematography: Fali Mistry 

			Editor: Vijay Anand 

			Music: S. D. Burman

			Cast: Dev Anand, Waheeda Rehman, Leela Chitnis

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 183 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Guide is a Hindi romantic drama produced by Dev Anand and directed by his brother Vijay Anand. Based on R. K. Narayan’s story, it has a script by Pearl S. Buck and Vijay Anand. This was an ambitious project by the Anand brothers and an early effort at an international production with versions in English and Hindi. 

			The story is about tourist guide Raju (Dev Anand) who falls in love with a married woman, Rosie (Waheeda Rehman). Raju liberates Rosie from an unhappy marriage to a cruel man and helps her realize her dream of becoming a professional dancer. Raju becomes her agent as she progresses dramatically as a performing artist, but this brings a distance between the couple. Raju is jailed for forgery and, after his release, becomes a spiritual guide for the common masses, involved more with the mainstream of life. The film ends tragically with his death from fasting, and a distraught Rosie crying by his body. (A 120-minute US version had an English script by Pearl S. Buck and was produced and directed by Tad Danielewski. The film was showcased at the Cannes International Film Festival in 2007, forty-two years after it was produced.) 

			The Indian version was a major hit with memorable performances by the lead pair and an unusually rich soundtrack by S. D. Burman spotlighting spectacular song-and-dance sequences. In India, there has been a tradition of selecting lead actresses who are trained dancers, and Waheeda Rehman showcases her dancing talent in the role of Rosie, a repressed housewife who finds liberation in love and becomes a dancing star. The film was progressive in mainstream vocabulary, using romance and elaborate song and dance but offering the message of a woman’s right to liberation and the power to realize her dreams. Ironically, Rosie’s dreams of her career and her love life come into conflict when the couple became estranged. 

			The film opens with Raju’s release from prison. Standing at the crossroads, Raju decides not to return to his hometown and, instead, walks toward an unknown destination. He faces poverty and hunger and sleeps in the open until he joins a group of sadhus (holy men) for survival. At a local village, he is received as a saint and savior. Raju undergoes a spiritual change and starts believing in the larger good of the villagers. When drought strikes, Raju undertakes a fast; when it eventually rains after twelve days, the villagers are saved. However, Raju dies. 

			Raju’s story is revealed in flashback. A popular tourist guide in Udaipur, Raju meets the archaeologist Marco (Kishore Sahu) and his wife Rosie. While Marco excavates some caves, Rosie spends time sightseeing with the guide. Marco continues to be cruel toward her, and she attempts suicide. Raju helps her out of her depression, and she tells him she is a daughter of a performing woman, forced to marry Marco for a respectable life. But it had come at a huge cost because Marco will not allow her to dance. As she falls in love with Raju, her psychological liberation is expressed in her dance. Two stunning dance sequences are choreographed, one where she joins a tribal girl to do the snake dance and the second onboard a truck where she sings, “Aaj phir jeeney ka tamanna” (“I Wish to Live Again Today, I Wish to Die Again”). 

			Rosie finally walks out of her marriage, and Raju offers to support her. He has to face disapproval from his own mother who leaves him, as well as his friend and the villagers who will not accept Rosie, as she is seen as a prostitute’s daughter and a divorcee. Raju painstakingly builds Rosie’s career, and soon she becomes a nationally famous dancer. Raju takes to drink and gambling as the couple become estranged. When Marco returns asking Rosie to come back, Raju is jealous and he forges Rosie’s signature. Rosie humiliates him saying he lives on her earnings, and Raju is sent to jail for forgery. 

			The film deals with serious issues of love, trust, social values, and conflict between personal ambition and emotional commitment. Made much before its time, the film depicts infidelity of a married woman and her happiness after rejecting the marriage. Raju offers agency to the woman he loves, but then her success and fame distances him from her. Finally, he learns to be a guide to his community and finds a higher, spiritual realization. 

			The 1950s was an exuberant decade for Indian cinema. Talented filmmakers like Satyajit Ray, Bimal Roy, Raj Kapoor, and Vijay Anand were being curated in international festivals, and their films were finding markets abroad. Vijay and Dev Anand set up Navketan Films and made many popular films in different genres like Guide and Jewel Thief (1967). Guide is considered one of the masterpieces of Indian cinema and ranked the finest in the careers of the lead pair Anand and Rehman. It was also the highlight of the portfolio of Navketan films, the production house set up by the brothers Chetan, Vijay, and Dev Anand.        
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					Waheeda Rehman and Dev Anand in Guide (1965).

					Source: Stratton Productions, Inc. / Photofest © Stratton Productions, Inc.

				

			

			A popular star of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, Dev Anand gave his career-best performance in this film. Having read The Guide in one sitting, he bought the rights to the novel and traveled to the United States to work with Pearl S. Buck on the English script. Vijay Anand, however, was horrified at the story of Rosie the dancer and Raju the guide who ends up as a godman; he refused to direct the film twice. His brother Dev finally convinced him on the third try, and he directed this daring tale of “passion and spiritual transcendence.”4 Chetan Anand wanted to cast Priya Rajvansh, but Dev would not consider anyone but Rehman as Rosie. The latter finally polished her English with Pearl S. Buck when plans for the English version were solidified.5 

			S. D. Burman, who migrated to Bombay with Bimal Roy, gave memorable music for the Roy productions, Guru Dutt films, and Navketan Films. He brought with him the flavor of folk music from Bengal and the northeast, which suited the emotional narratives of the mentioned directors. Guide offered him an ambitious soundscape and song-and-dance sequences, and Burman composed some of the most enduring songs of the industry for this film. With lyrics by Shailendra, they were sung by Mohammad Rafi, Lata Mangeshkar, Kishore Kumar, and Burman himself. Burman fell seriously ill while composing the songs for Guide. Dev Anand waited for him to recover rather than replace him. Planet Bollywood rated the Guide songs as eleventh in the list of popular Bollywood songs. 

			Guide was selected as the Indian entry in the foreign language category of the Academy Awards but was not nominated. It is the only film that has won four major categories of the popular Filmfare Awards, or the Indian Oscars (Best Film, Best Director, Best Actor, and Best Actress). 
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			HALODHIA CHORAYE BAODHAN KHAI / THE CATASTROPHE (1989)

			Director: Jahnu Barua

			Story/Screenplay: Jahnu Barua

			Producers: Sailadhar Baruah, Jahnu Barua 

			Cinematography: Anoop Jotwani 

			Editing: Heu-en Barua, Jahnu Barua 

			Music: Satya Baruah

			Cast: Indra Bania, Badal Das, Purnima Pathak, Pranjal Saikia, Tara, Amulya Kakati

			Language: Assamese

			Specs: 120 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Halodhia Choraye Baodhan Khai (The Catastrophe) is a 1989 Assamese film directed by Jahnu Barua. This film is the third directorial venture by Barua after Aparoopa (1982) and Papori (1986). The story is based on a novel by the Assamese writer Homen Borgohain. It is a social genre film dealing with the plight of a farmer suffering under the feudal system of land ownership. 

			Rakeshwar Bora (Indra Bania) is a simple farmer who wages a daily battle to make ends meet to feed his family of two children and wife Taru. The film begins with Bora’s son Mohen going to the riverbank to wash their cow. He comes back home and makes a list of the items that Bora must buy from the market. As Bora has no money, he takes two ducks with him to sell at the market so that he may buy a math textbook for Mohen. After a long and hard day, he begins his way home with all the things he has bought, but on the way, he stops and is treated to a drink of local liquor by one of his friends. Here he gets into a fight with a person who makes fun of his penniless situation. 

			He finally returns home tired, drunk, and aching from body sores. He dreams of how his son will one day become a deputy collector and will buy him foreign liquor (whisky), and they will all see better days. That night, it rains heavily, which means that Bora can now plough in his paddy fields. The next morning, he runs to the fields to plough with his bulls but is stopped by Sanatan Sharma, the village zamindar (landlord) to whom Bora’s father had kept their land as mortgage. Two versions of the same story come up, according to Sharma, one in which Bora’s father had been unable to pay back his debt because he had no money, the other wherein Bora maintains he had seen his father settle his debt. There were no papers to prove this legal settlement, however, as Bora’s father had completed the transaction only on the basis of trust, and so the land “legally” belonged to Sharma. Bora is unable to come to terms with this news and so goes to Mandal seeking his help. 

			Mandal initially tells him that nothing can be done about the case as the land did legally belong to Sharma. Mandal agrees to look over the case at night but in return asks for some homemade yogurt. To please Mandal, Bora gives away the homemade yogurt that they had been saving for their family feast. The plight of the village farmer is emphasized every so often when people like Mandal and Sanatan Sharma keep demanding more—despite being content with what they have, while the farmer still struggles to fill his stomach.

			The next day, Mandal tells Bora that the only way to get his land back is by filing a case against Sanatan Sharma. In order to win the case, he must “appease” the committee members of the legal board by bribing two of the members with 100 rupees each. In order to raise this money, Bora sells their cow. He gives this money to Mandal who files the case for him and tells him that in order to appease the SDC (Sub-Deputy Collector) he has to buy him two bottles of whisky and must also arrange for a woman, as the SDC was a womanizer. 

			In dire need of money, Bora keeps his two bulls as mortgage. He takes the money to Mandal who promises to buy the whisky, which Bora has to give to the SDC secretly. Bora visits the committee regularly, but there is no development on his case. Driven to desperation and in need of more money, Bora has to send Mohen away as an errand boy in the village headman’s household. 

			Having now lost everything, Bora eventually loses his self-control and creates chaos and forces entry into the SDC office. He tells the SDC everything that had happened, and the SDC officer listens to his story patiently. He informs Bora that legally the land did belong to Sanatan Sharma as there were no papers to back him up on the case and, therefore, fighting it was useless—Bora was sure to lose. However, the SDC officer promised to do his best to help him and even refunded the money that Bora had spent on buying the whisky. 

			Meanwhile, Bora gets a job from the headman of pasting the election posters of Sanatan Sharma, who was standing as the member of the legislative assembly from their village. The SDC officer manages to convince Sharma to return the land to Bora, and he does so. The film ends with Bora driven into a wild rage attacking the tree on which the poster of Sharma was pasted, screaming that because of Sharma he had lost everything. But one thing still remained with Bora: his vote. About Barua’s film, Rajadhyaksha comments: 

			[T]his story is set amid the din and cacophony of Assamese politics, leading at one point to the protagonist literally going berserk. This is one of Barua’s best known films and also renowned for Bania’s performance.1

			Halodhia Choraye Baodhan Khai has been critically acclaimed as one of the best examples of Assamese cinema, having won the Golden Lotus Award for Best Film at the National Film Awards in 1998, the Best Actor Award at the Amiens International Film Festival, and several other awards at both the Locarno International Film Festival and the Tokyo International Film Festival. As Barpujari observes,

			The individual to whom contemporary Assam cinema is indebted to a great extent is Jahnu Barua, an alumnus of the Film and Television Institute of India (FTII) in Pune. His films . . . have brought most of the laurels gained at national and international levels for Assamese cinema.2

			Barua’s filmmaking style has been heavily inspired by neorealism. His favorite movie is Vittoria De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948), which he saw during the seven-day-long festival conducted by the Gauhati Cine Club when he was a student at Boroah College. The humanistic outlook in his films has also been influenced by Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali (1955). His depiction of agrarian life with cinematic realism and sensitivity has made him the main leader of new Assamese cinema.

			HUM DIL DE CHUKE SANAM / I HAVE GIVEN MY HEART AWAY (1999)

			Director: Sanjay Leela Bhansali

			Story: Sanjay Leela Bhansali, Pratap Karvat

			Screenplay: Kanan Mani, Kenneth Phillips, Sanjay Leela Bhansali

			Producer: Sanjay Leela Bhansali 

			Cinematography: Anil Mehta 

			Editing: Sanjay Leela Bhansali 

			Music: Ismail Darbar, Sanjay Leela Bhansali

			Cast: Aishwarya Rai, Salman Khan, Ajay Devgn, Helen, Vikram Gokhale, Zohra Sehgal

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 188 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Video Sound)

			Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I Have Given My Heart Away) is a Hindi romantic drama directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali. It stars Aishwarya Rai as Nandini, Salman Khan as Sameer, and Ajay Devgn as Vanraj in a love triangle. The story is inspired from the semiautobiographical novel Na Hanyate (1974) by Bengali author Maitreyi Devi. It is a story of love, suffering, and sacrifice. Much research had gone into the location and set designing of the picture. The first half of the film had been shot entirely on the Gujarat-Rajasthan border, and the second half in Hungary (shown in the film as Italy).

			As the movie begins, Pandit Darbar (Vikram Gokhale) is an advocate of Indian classical music. He lives in a joint family in a massive palatial mansion (haveli). Sameer, who is half Indian, comes to Pandit Darbar all the way from Italy to learn the complexities of classical music from him. As a result, on the orders of her strict father, Nandini must give up her room—the most beautiful in the entire mansion—to Sameer, the guest. Nandini is not at all pleased at this imposition and vents her pent-up anger and irritation upon Sameer. This sparks a love-hate relationship between the two. 

			Sameer is unaware of the codes of conduct and cultural norms of a Gujarati household. He makes a fool of himself at the beginning, but the members of the family take a liking to him because of his charmingly jovial nature and happy-go-lucky attitude. As he begins his training under Pandit Darbar, Sameer inquires about his fees. Darbar tells him that he will ask for his fees (gurudakshina) when the time comes to ask for it (according to the Indian tradition, the fees are paid to the teacher after the completion of formal training as an acknowledgment of respect and gratitude).

			Although Nandini finds Sameer unlikeable at the start, soon they become friends, and romance starts to brew against the backdrop of weddings and festivals. Meanwhile, Anu (Shheba Chaddha), Nandini’s cousin, has to go through an arranged marriage despite being in love with someone else. During Anu’s wedding celebrations, Nandini performs and dances to the song “Nimbooda Nimbooda.” Vanraj (Ajay Devgn), son of a wealthy lawyer, falls in love with Nandini. Soon Nandini’s parents are notified about Vanraj’s interest in her; the two families meet, match up Vanraj and Nandini’s horoscopes, and fix the wedding without their daughter’s consent.

			In a turn of events, Anu comes back from her in-laws’ house and then runs away with her lover. Sameer and Nandini aid in their elopement, and when everyone finds out about this, they are angry at the two. At the very moment Sameer and Nandini were rehearsing their wedding vows, Pandit Darbar walks in on them. He becomes furious and throws Sameer out of the house asking for his gurudakshina, adding that Sameer must never see Nandini again. Deeply saddened by the turn of events in the household, Pandit Darbar quits singing from that day onward. 

			Eventually, Nandini is forced to marry Vanraj. On their wedding night, he realizes that something is wrong with Nandini as she comes across as cold and unresponsive. Vanraj soon finds out about Nandini’s love affair with Sameer from the love letters that Vithal (the servant of Nandini’s house) gives her during her mother’s visit to her house after the wedding. Although hurt and angry, he realizes that Nandini belonged to someone else in mind and spirit, and despite his deep love for, he decides to unite the two lovers for Nandini’s happiness, sacrificing his own.

			Vanraj takes his wife to Italy to search for Sameer, but without contacts or any photographs, Vanraj finds it exceedingly difficult. On their way back from meeting Sameer’s mother (Helen) they fall into the hands of two thugs who rob them of all their assets and shoot Nandini in the arm. Vanraj manages to get her hospitalized but has no money to pay the bills for further treatment. Nandini notices Vanraj toying with his gold wedding ring and immediately offers her own. Vanraj goes to church to pray for Nandini’s recovery and meets Sameer there, although he is not aware of his identity. 

			During the course of their search, Nandini realizes that Vanraj is a good man who loves her dearly. Sameer’s mother calls them up at their hotel to inform Vanraj that Sameer will be performing at the opera theater that evening and that she has made all the arrangements for their reunion. Vanraj takes her to the theater and leaves. Nandini meets Sameer and informs him that she is already married. She had come to understand the true meaning of love from Vanraj and, therefore, must go back to him. She asks for Sameer’s permission. Sameer, heartbroken for the second time, lets her go. Nandini runs from the theater and catches up with Vanraj on the bridge. She asks him to pick a hand, and he picks the one with the mangalsutra necklace. Vanraj tells her that he cannot live without her, and the two embrace each other.      
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					Ajay Devgn and Aishwarya Rai in Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999).

					Source: Video Sound / Photofest © Video Sound.

				

			

			Wright, talking about Bhansali’s grandiloquent style of filmmaking, observes that the release of Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam marked the beginning of 

			a new, visually “excessive” style of filmmaking [that was] achieved not only through Bhansali’s designer mise-en-scene and extravagant cinematography, but also through the careful casting of . . . Aishwarya Rai—a rising star who would exhibit a kind of hyper-femininity and visual perfection previously unknown to the cinema.3

			With Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam, Bhansali became associated with a kind of cinematic style that was grandly extravagant and dramatic, which still hadn’t reached the heights at the time he had made Khamoshi: The Musical (1996). Bhansali and art director Nitin Desai spent a huge amount of time researching and touring Gujarat to pick up on the local lifestyle and culture. Their research was so extensive that Bhansali tried to cover all kinds of festivities and celebrations of the Gujaratis. There was a song for each occasion. The film became hugely popular for the music and songs, which took Ismail Darbar up to two years to create. Songs such as “Dholi taro dhol,” “Aankhon ki gustakhiyan,” “Nimbooda Nimbooda,” and “Jhoka Hawa Ka” are remembered to this day for their melody and lyrics. Following the immense success of Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam, it was remade into Bengali as Neel Akasher Chandni (2009).

			Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam became the third highest-grossing Bollywood film of 1999. The film won several awards and accolades, including at the 47th National Film Awards and at the 45th Filmfare Awards in 2000. It also bagged awards at the 1st IIFA Awards, at the Star Screen Awards, and at the Zee Cine Awards, all in 2000. 

			Bhansali’s choice of actors for the film was well thought out—casting Helen as Sameer’s mother who is actually in real life the stepmother of Salman Khan was ingenious. 
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			I AM (2010)

			Director: Onir (Anirban Dhar)

			Story/Screenplay: Onir, Urmi Juvekar, Merle Kröger

			Producers: Sanjay Suri, Onir 

			Cinematography: Arvind Kannabiran 

			Editing: Onir, Irene Dhar Malik 

			Music: Amit Trivedi, Vivek Philip, Rajiv Bhalla

			Cast: Juhi Chawla, Manisha Koirala, Nandita Das, Sanjay Suri, Rahul Bose, Purab Kohli, Arjun Mathur 

			Language: Multilingual

			Specs: 110 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Times Music)

			I Am is a portmanteau film that looks at issues around child sexual abuse, queer rights, artificial insemination, and racial tensions in Kashmir through four interconnected short films. The film rejects the generic conventions and aesthetics of Bombay cinema, instead creating something new. This film is unique not only because of its narrative but also for being one of the first crowd-sourced films in India, where major social networking sites such as Facebook and Orkut were used to raise money from the general public to make these films. Each donor was thus credited as a “Co-Owner” and made to feel a part of the film. 

			The first story, Afia, was shot in Kolkata and looks at the idea of motherhood with a critical eye. It is a reminder of the discriminatory structure within Indian society and problematizes the very categories that society has thrust upon the creation of the “ideal Indian woman.” Nandita Das plays Afia, a woman who has been rejected by her lover and thinks the only way she can be complete is to embrace motherhood. She wants to do this without having to depend on a man and, instead, decides to conceive a child through artificial insemination. What follows is a path of self-discovery and ownership of her own body. In one interview, director Onir says, “In our society, motherhood is made out to be the most fulfilling experience for a woman but if a single woman wants to have a child, suddenly, there is judgment and criticism. A woman’s body is her own, as are her choices or should be but things are not as simple.”1

			The second short, Abhimanyu, charts the story of a young boy who is sexually abused by his stepfather. The story is based on an article Onir read about Harish Iyer and Ganesh Nallari from Bombay and their harrowing experiences as children. Sanjay Suri plays Abhimanyu in this film. Suri—who is also the producer of the film—delivered one of the finest performances of his career. What is unique about the treatment of this strand of the story is its complete rejection and de-pathologization of the issue. By stark contrast to the rest of the film, Onir uses subtle suggestive imagery especially in the scenes where Abhimanyu is seen as a child. The audience is forced to confront the issue of child sexual abuse, which pervades Indian society and yet remains in silence. Abhimanyu’s own painful experience as a child is reflected in his adulthood, when we see him struggling with his sexual identity and the inability to maintain a steady relationship. The film also breaks the popular myth that child sexual abuse inevitably has an effect on sexual orientation. 

			Omar, the third story of the series, is the first visual narrative looking at the aftermath of the Delhi High Court case, which decriminalized homosexuality in India in 2009 (later recriminalized in 2013).2 Rahul Bose plays Jai who is returning to the city after a considerable length of time and is quite surprised to see the transformation around him. Omar uses flashback narrative to explore the gay lifestyle in the city. Jai picks up Omar (played by Arjun Mathur), a male prostitute, and is then caught by police who start physically abusing him (with Omar’s help) for his sexual choices, threatening to put them in prison indefinitely. Unlike in Abhimanyu, Onir does not use subtlety. Rather, he is very explicit and raw in this short film. We are confronted with the hypocrisies existing within society. When Jai is forced to give the policeman a blowjob in exchange for his freedom, we are left wondering how something as fundamental as sexual choice can be subject to moral and social policing. Jai comes back much later to confront Omar, who is hustling on the streets. Jai tells him how that night left him traumatized, adding that justice has finally prevailed, that after the new High Court decision, queer-identified individuals were free now. Jai drives off leaving a shame-faced Omar on the streets.

			The fourth story, Megha, interrogates the divides between religion and ethnicity in the background of a war-torn state: Kashmir. Megha, a Kashmiri Pandit (Juhi Chawla) had to leave Kashmir with the rise in terrorism and crimes against her community. She returns years later to sell her house, but when she confronts the reality she left behind—and the present political anarchic situation—it shakes her belief in humanity. Childhood friend Rubina (Manisha Koirala), a Muslim, has her own story. Her plight is really no different as she is seen as a terrorist in her own state, and the frequent police raids and interrogation of her family members don’t make life any easier for her. The perspectives of the two women are thrown against each other, and what emerges are two different stories but still the same sense of pain and suffering. Onir does not attempt to query the political situation; his perspective is more on the individual’s emotions, which have no place in the national rhetoric on Kashmir. Megha reiterates how the female body is imagined as a repository of communal honor. Both Megha and Rubina become bodies upon which power has been contested and the final interaction between the two does not offer closure but, rather, leaves their relationship in a flux that mirrors the situation in Kashmir. Onir portrays society as a model that thrives on exclusion rather than inclusion, and seeks to critique it through these four narratives.

			The film is one of India’s truly multilingual features where the characters speak six different languages: Hindi, Bengali, Marathi, Kannada, Kashmiri, and English. The characters, Megha, Afia, Abhimanyu, and Omar, as well as Rubina and Jai, confront us, the viewers, as different facets of society that the Indian viewing public is eager to obliterate from their collective memory. These are characters we encounter but to whom we never pay attention. 

			In short, what Onir attempts, and achieves, is to bring those on the fringes of society into its mainstream narrative. As part of the new Indian cinema/new Indian queer cinema, the film opens up a new space in Indian cinematic history. This is a new form of Indian cinema that successfully closes the gap between mainstream Bollywood and alternative art house pictures.

			INDIAN (1996)

			Director: S. Shankar

			Story/Screenplay: S. Shankar 

			Dialogue: Sujatha

			Producers: A. M. Rathnam, Jhamu Sughand 

			Cinematography: Jeeva 

			Editing: B. Lenin, V. T. Vijayan 

			Music: A. R. Rahman

			Cast: Kamal Haasan, Manisha Koirala, Urmila Matondkar, Sukanya, Nedumudi Venu

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 185 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Indian is a 1996 Tamil film directed by S. Shankar. The picture is a classic example of a vigilante theme in which an Indian freedom fighter and an ex–army officer in the postindependence era are hell-bent on rooting out crime and corruption that has seeped into each layer of the system. The film features Kamal Haasan in a double role with considerable makeup effects (young and handsome, old and disfigured). Following its release, the film generated a huge amount of attention and was the highest-grossing Tamil movie of that year. The film was subsequently dubbed and released in Hindi as Hindustani and also in Telugu as Bharatheeyudu. 

			The film begins with Senapathy (Kamal Haasan), a seventy-year-old man who goes by the name of “Hindustani,” out on a killing spree and is hunted down by the police. The case is being investigated by CBI officer Krishnaswamy (Nedumudi Venu) who, after going through crime scene reports, concludes that the suspect is a “meticulous old man” whose actions and motives for killing are well thought out. 

			While the father is busy trying to make his country corruption free, son Chandra Bose is a small-time broker stationed outside the Regional Transport office working jointly with friend Subbaiah. Aside from this, Chandra (or Chandru as he is lovingly called by his girlfriend) also does part-time work at the house of an RTO official, running errands for the officer’s daughter Sapna (Urmila Matondkar) and his wife. Chandru’s girlfriend, Aishwarya (Manisha Koirala), is a staunch animal rights activist and member of the Blue Cross organization. She hates the fact that Chandru is treated like a servant in their household and has to be forever at the beck and call of Sapna. 

			Krishnaswamy finds out about Senapathy’s identity from their archives and, in his search for him, arrives at Senapathy’s house. He encounters Senapathy’s wife Amirthavalli (Sukanya), who recounts their story during the freedom struggle: how she had been saved by Senapathy twice from the British officials; how she and other women during the Swadeshi movement were stripped naked by the British officials; how their sarees were burned; how many of these women committed suicide from shame.3 Senapathy gave Amirthavalli a second life by stopping her from committing suicide, giving her his clothes, and marrying her. Senapathy was an extremist freedom fighter, later joining the Indian National Army (INA). While fighting for the INA, he was captured and tortured by the British. After independence, he returned to Amirthavalli to be reunited with her finally. As Amirthavalli ends her story, Senapathy returns, and Krishnaswamy tries to take him into custody. Senapathy applies his Varmakkalai skills (Kerala’s ancient martial art form, Kalaripayettu) on Krishnaswamy in a nonlethal manner and escapes with his wife in their tractor. 

			Senapathy broadcasts a murder on television, killing a dishonest doctor who had refused to look at Senapathy’s daughter Kasturi in the past when she was suffering from third-degree burns. The story goes into flashback. In the past, son Chandra had left their house because of Senapathy’s rigid insistence on honesty and morality, which he considered to be dead values in the present world. Soon after Chandra left the house, Kasturi got into an accident in which she was severely burned. At Kasturi’s funeral, Chandra blamed his father for his sister’s death. 

			Chandra gets dragged more and more into the world of corrupt practices. He manages to secure a job as the traffic inspector with help from Sapna’s father. He takes a bribe and gives an unsafe, rundown bus a certificate without proper inspection. This bus carrying forty school kids meets with an accident due to an engine leak. Many die, and many others are seriously injured. Instead of feeling remorse for his negligence, Chandra bribes the police present at the scene of the accident in order to avoid being dragged to court and subsequently stand the risk of losing his newly acquired job. He also bribes the doctor to inject alcohol into the blood of the dead driver in order to pin the blame of the accident on him on the grounds of drunk driving. 

			Senapathy finds out about his son’s hand in the accident and comes to punish him. Enraged by his son’s actions, Senapathy shows him no mercy and tries to stab him for his misdeeds, though the police arrive in time and take Senapathy away. But Senapathy manages to escape once again by digging an underground tunnel. Krishnaswamy gives Senapathy refuge in his house until the court hearing because as a citizen of the country he had the highest respect for him and was in full support of his work.

			Senapathy eventually escapes from Krishnaswamy’s house as well and hunts down his son. He rushes to the airport where Chandru is waiting to catch his flight. In the chase sequence that follows, there is a blast, but Senapathy manages to jump out of the exploding vehicle being driven by Chandru. After this incident, Senapathy goes into hiding but later calls Krishnaswamy and tells him that “any act of injustice would not go unpunished—death will never come to the Indian.”

			Undoubtedly the reigning stars of the Tamil film industry are Kamal Haasan and Rajinikath, even unto this day. Both made their debut with Apoorva Raagangal (1975) with Haasan in the lead. As Baskaran notes regarding the power and influence of Tamil stars, 

			the star exercised complete control over his films, irrespective of the director or producer, and ensured that the focus of the film was on them, the stars. They would often have a say in the choice of the main cast and would often change lines or songs.4

			Initially Aishwarya Rai was approached for the film, but she was already committed to an advertising agency until October 1995. Manisha Koirala was later selected for the lead role of the heroine. For Urmila’s role, Shilpa Shetty was initially approached, but she was already busy with other commitments. Venki used sophisticated VFX to shoot scenes of Kamala Haasan in black and white and then morphed the stock shots of Subhash Chandra Bose from original footage taken during his activities with the INA. The film pays a tribute to Subhash Chandra Bose for his radical and extremist activities in order to rid India of British rule. Shankar has also gone on to further extend his admiration for Subhash Chandra Bose by even naming the character of the younger Kamal Haasan in the film as Chandra Bose.

			The film won several National Awards and Filmfare Awards (South) in 1997 and also won the Best Film and the Best Actor prizes at the Tamil Nadu State Film Awards. Indian was India’s official entry for that year’s Academy Awards in the Best Foreign Language Film category.
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			JAANE BHI DO YAARO / LET IT GO, FRIENDS (1983)

			Director: Kundan Shah

			Story/Screenplay: Sudhir Mishra, Kundan Shah

			Producer: National Film Development Corporation 

			Cinematography: Binod Pradhan 

			Editing: Renu Saluja 

			Music: Vanraj Bhatia

			Cast: Naseeruddin Shah, Ravi Baswani, Bhakti Barve, Satish Shah, Om Puri, Pankaj Kapur, Neena Gupta

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 132 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro (Let It Go, Friends) is a 1983 Hindi comedy film directed by Kundan Shah. The film—starring Naseeruddin Shah, Ravi Baswani, Pankaj Kapur, and Bhakti Barve in the leading roles—is a two-hour-long laughathon that ridicules the society we live in. It is a satirical take on the corruption and dishonesty prevalent in every sphere of our society: politics, business, bureaucracy, media, and so on. As the big players of society battle for survival, two innocent and struggling young men get caught in the crossfire and are ultimately imprisoned through no fault of their own.

			In the film, Vinod (Naseeruddin Shah) and Sudhir (Ravi Baswani) open a small photo studio of their own in the hopes of making money. For three months, they have no customers, but one day they are approached by the editor of the magazine Khabardar, Shobha Sen (Bhakti Barve), who aims to expose the crime and corruption behind the success of rich and powerful people. They are given their first assignment: to take photos of the builder Tarneja (Pankaj Kapur) who is knee-deep in corruption and shady practices with the municipal commissioner, D’Mello (Satish Shah). Tarneja is offering D’Mello  bribes of many sorts, and Shobha wants to capture them in the act. Shobha is impressed with the quality of their work and gives them more such assignments.

			Ahuja (Om Puri) is also in the building business and is a staunch rival of Tarneja. Both he and Tarneja are trying to come to a resolution regarding the building rights of the same bridge. Vinod and Sudhir force entry into this clandestine meeting dressed as bodyguards. They take more photos of the meeting and give them to Shobha. As Vinod and Sudhir keep working on the story, they meet at a place called Antonioni Park to discuss the complexities of the story. They come across an advertisement for a photography contest that carries prize money of five thousand rupees. Desperate for cash, they take numerous pictures of random things all over the park—from flowers to animals. On developing the pictures, they discover that a murder has occurred in the park in broad daylight. They keep blowing up a particular part of the photograph and see that the person holding the gun is Tarneja, although it is not clear from the photograph who is unfortunate enough to be at the other end.

			In order to find out who has been murdered, both of them go to the park at night. They discover the body still lying behind the bushes as well as a piece of a cufflink, but before being able to figure out who it is, the body disappears. A few days later, Tarneja inaugurates the bridge and dedicates it to the memory of former municipal commissioner D’Mello, and the duo begin to suspect that the murder in the park was that of D’Mello. Tracking a cuff pin, they dig up that area at night and unearth the coffin of the late D’Mello. They take pictures of the coffin and D’Mello, and as they mull over the next step, they again lose the body. 

			When they hand over the photographs to Shobha, she asks them to immediately bring the body to the office as evidence against Tarneja. In the meantime, the body is now with Ahuja who had found it near the bridge and taken it home. Shobha calls up Tarneja and blackmails him for money. Tarneja invites her to his house for dinner, secretly planning to kill her by planting bombs under their chairs. While Shobha escapes with Vinod and Sudhir, the municipal commissioner brings news of the bridge collapse. Ahuja joins hands with Shobha. Vinod and Sudhir realize that everyone has their own interests at heart. 

			The hunt for the body begins as Tarneja’s men, Shobha-Ahuja, and Vinod-Sudhir all try to get their hands on it. A number of comic mishaps occur with the final culmination occurring on a theater stage where the disrobing scene from the Mahabharata is being played out. The actors call in the police to arrest Tarneja, but the commissioner pins murder charges on Vinod and Sudhir who are arrested. 

			Director Kundan Shah entered the Film and Television Institute in Pune. This film was made on such a low budget that an actor like Naseeruddin Shah was paid only fifteen thousand rupees ($300) at that time. Dwyer comments about the cast and story of the film: 

			Even though the film showcases some of India’s leading actors, in a good story, which is also a political satire, the labored style of farce, slapstick and other assorted shouting and grimacing initially detracts from the performances until the film really gets going with some inspired comic sequences.1

			The film has been critically acclaimed, winning Kundan Shah the Indira Gandhi award for the best film of 1984. Ravi Baswani won the Filmfare Best Comedian Award the same year. According to the IndiaTimes Movies listing, the film is ranked in the Top 25 Must-See Bollywood Films.

			Shah’s inspiration for the film came from Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up (1966), and in order to pay tribute to the great director, he named the park in Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro where the murder takes place as Antonioni Park. Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro may seem like a funny film about two naive men, but beneath the humor lurks a dark discursive statement about society in the post-Emergency era—the nexus between politics, business, and the media, as well as the urgent need for investigative journalism. Vasudevan argues that the film’s “urban energies are channelled not through melodrama and action but through slapstick and a cynical, black humour.” He observes that 

			“[t]he post-Emergency scenario had generated a new journalistic form, that of the investigative journalist who would expose governmental and corporate collusion in the distribution of licenses and contracts at the cost of public interest” and cites Shah’s ability to render this state of affairs as a “cynical whirligig, building his narrative world through references to a topical slew of contemporary scandals, but also fashioning a world shot through with allusions to cinema history.”2

			JEANS (1998)

			Director: S. Shankar

			Story/Screenplay: S. Shankar

			Producers: Ashok Amritraj, Sunanda Murali Manohar 

			Cinematography: Ashok Kumar 

			Editing: B. Lenin, V. T. Vijayan 

			Music: A. R. Rahman.

			Cast: Aishwarya Rai, Prashanth, Nassar, Lakshmi, Radhika Sarathkumar, Senthil, Raju Sundaram

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 175 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Jeans is a 1998 romantic comedy directed by S. Shankar and starring Aishwarya Rai, Prashanth, and Nassar, all in double roles. After the success of Gentleman (1993), Kadhalan (1994), and Indian (1996), S. Shankar once again returned with his dream team—consisting of A. R. Rahman and his score and the editing duo of B. Lenin and V. T. Vijayan—to deliver another hit film of that year. Jeans was the most expensive venture at that time, with international shooting locations and the most use of FX visuals in terms of runtime, even topping that of Jurassic Park (1993). 

			In a pretty run-of-the-mill story, Nachiappan lives in the United States with his identical twin sons, Vishvanath and Ramamoorthy, both medical students who also help their father run the family restaurant in the evenings. One day, both brothers go to the airport to deliver food packets to the KLM airlines in-flight services and to airport staff. While there, Vishvanath chances upon an Indian family stuck at Immigration because they have lost the address of their host in the United States. Vishvanath offers to help Madhumitha, her brother Madesh, and grandmother Krishnaveiny by taking responsibility for their entry into the United States so Krishnaveiny can undergo a surgery to remove the tumor on the right side of her brain. 

			After the successful completion of the surgery, the doctors inform Madhumitha that her grandmother was quite aged and did not have the required strength to recover from such a critical operation; therefore, she would not be able to talk or walk properly. The news devastates Madhumitha. Vishvanath and Madhumati visit Krishnaveiny, and they notice she had been operated on the left side of the brain instead of the right. Vishvanath goes through the hospital patient records and discovers that her grandmother’s case had been mixed up with another patient, also from India. He brings this up at the hospital board and threatens to file a lawsuit for negligence. Krishnaveiny’s surgery is corrected by another surgeon, and the hospital compensates the family with $2 million in order to avoid a lawsuit. 

			Vishvanath’s actions and concern for her grandmother wins Madhumitha’s heart. The time comes for them to go back to India, but neither Vishvanath nor Madhumitha are able to confess their feelings. When grandmother Krishnaveiny realizes this, she puts up an act of falling sick at the airport, and their trip gets canceled. When Nachiappan discovers their romantic affair, he firmly objects as he wants his sons to only marry twins. He reminds everyone how he had been made to separate from his own beloved twin brother Pechiappan because of Pechiappan’s ill-tempered wife Sundaramba. Nachiappan firmly believes Sundaramba’s mistreatment of Nachiappan’s pregnant wife had caused her death during delivery, and her greed for the family property and fortune made him leave the household with his two sons. 

			Krishnaveiny, who was adamant in getting Madhumitha married to Vishvanath, cooks up a fake story that Madhumitha, too, has an identical twin sister, Vaishnavi, who has been studying in Kodaikanal. Relieved, Nachiappan agrees to the marriage, and together they travel to India to meet Vaishnavi. Krishnaveiny ropes every member of her family into her plan and makes Madhumitha also act as Vaishnavi. Nachiappan (as well as his sons) fall for the act and Ramamoorthy falls head over heels in love with “Vaishnavi,” who was to him the perfect example of a shy “Bharatiya Nari” woman who embraced Indian traditions.

			Nachiappan eventually meets with his twin brother Pechiappan after many years and tells him about both his sons’ weddings and invites Pechiappan to the happy occasion—along with Sundaramba. Pechiappan tries to commit suicide but is rescued by the station guards. When asked by Nachiappan what propelled him to commit such an act, he tells his brother about his sad life in India and how Sundaramba would never agree to come to the wedding herself, let alone allow him to go. Upon hearing this story, Nachiappan decides to impersonate Pechiappan so he may be able to convince “his wife.” Nachiappan goes to his ancestral house and impersonates his brother Pechiappan; he wins a lottery, and the financial situation of their family is improved. Many desirable women from the village try to convince “Pechiappan” to take them for a second wife—as he was without a child from his marriage with Sundaramba—but “Pechiappan” flatly rejects everyone’s proposal. This act of loyalty brings a change over Sundaramba, and she tries to turn over a new leaf. 

			By this time, Vishvanath finds out that Vaishnavi and Madhumita are the same person. He is enraged at Madhumita, for he believes she has cheated the entire family and played with his brother’s emotions. Pechiappan (again, impersonating Nachiappan) does not know what to do and keeps silent throughout. Vishvanath leaves with his brother and father. Although heartbroken, Ramamoorthy convinces Vishvanath that Madhumita did all this as she loved him very much. Vishvanath, no matter how hurt and angry, also comes to terms with his feelings that he, too, cannot live without her. Ramamoorthy tries to reason with their father (Pechiappan) about this, and much to their elation, he agrees. Finally, Nachiappan comes back to learn Vishvanath is about to marry Madhumitha. When he finds out that Madhumitha does not have a twin, he puts a stop to the wedding midway. An argument ensues but, in the end, Nachiappan agrees, and finally Vishvanath and Madhumita may marry. 

			Jeans was the most expensive project of the Indian film industry at that time with a budget of twenty crore rupees and a production time spanning one-and-a-half years. Initially Abbas had been considered for the role of the twin brothers, but it ultimately went to Prashanth who sacrificed seven other films for this one. The film is remembered to this day for its use of FX visuals and lyrical music by A. R. Rahman. The song “Ajooba” was a phenomenal success where Aishwarya was showcased as the eighth wonder of the world. The video for the song was shot in several locations, including China, Paris, Agra, the United States, and Rome. 

			The star power–packed cast is a notable feature of this film. With Jeans, Aishwarya became famous for her beauty and dancing skills, especially for the song “Kannodu Kanbathellam.” The role of the grandmother had been played previously by Lakshmi, famous for her role in Julie (1975), a remake of the Malayalam film Chattakari (1974) and later remade into Telugu as Miss Julie Prema Katha (1975), also starring Lakshmi in the lead. 

			Jeans won four Tamil Nadu State Film Awards in 1998 and the Filmfare Award (South) in 1999 for Best Music Director. The picture was nominated as the official entry for the Oscars in 1998. 

			JEE AAYAN NU / WELCOME (2003)

			Director: Manmohan Singh

			Story/Screenplay: Baldev Gill

			Producers: Bhushan Kumar, Krishan Kumar 

			Cinematography: Harmeet Singh 

			Editing: Keshav Naidu 

			Music: Jaidev Kumar, Babloo Chakravorty

			Cast: Harbhajan Mann, Priya Gill, Kimi Verma, Navneet Nishan, Kanwaljit Singh

			Language: Punjabi

			Specs: 187 mins; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Jee Aayan Nu (Welcome) is a 2003 Punjabi film by Manmohan Singh. The “right-hand man” of Yash Chopra, Singh worked as a cinematographer on such popular Chopra films as Chandni (1989), Lamhe (1991), Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995), Dil Toh Pagal Hain (1997), and Mohabbatein (2000), to name a few. Singh carried Chopra’s vision of Punjab into his own films. Jee Aayan Nu is one of the most successful Punjabi films and is believed to have been significant for the revival of the almost dying Punjabi film industry. 

			The story begins with a Punjabi NRI (nonresident Indian) family from Canada visiting India after many years. Grewal is a businessman who runs a TV station in Canada, and he has come to Chandigarh with his wife Kuldip and eldest daughter Simar after nearly fifteen years away. They watch a dance performance at the Indian Theatre’s Silver Jubilee function put on by Inder and his friend Jassi. Grewal assigns the job of showing the beauty of Punjab, its versatility, and the hospitality of Punjabi people to Simar who wants to film everything for her father’s TV station project. 

			Grewal calls Inder to their house to assign the job and finds out in the process that Inder is the son of his childhood friend, Arjun Singh, from Mulapur village. Grewal is elated by this discovery. Inder shows Simar around Chandigarh. Grewal then takes his family to their village to visit his family. Inder invites Grewal and his family over to their house. Arjun Singh and Grewal, the two childhood buddies, meet again after such a long time. Grewal, Kuldip, and Simar stay for a few days at Arjun’s house. After living in Canada for so many years, Kuldip has become snobbish and looks down upon Punjab, unfavorably comparing the local lifestyle with that of Canada. On the other hand, Simar, though she had been living in Canada from a very young age and thus completely new to this culture, deals with everything with a much more positive outlook. Every member of the Singh family starts to adore Simar, including the servants. The two families decide to get Inder and Simar married, as by this time Inder and Simar have fallen in love. 

			Jassi, Inder’s friend, has to go through an arranged marriage with a Punjabi man based in Vancouver, Canada. Due to financial constraints, Jassi’s father is unable to fund for her further education. He consults with Inder, and they come to a decision that it is a good proposal for Jassi. Meanwhile, Inder and Simar’s engagement breaks off because Inder does not want to settle down in Canada after their marriage, nor does he want to stay in Punjab. Simar does not want to come back to India as she feels she belongs in Canada. They are unable to come to a resolution, and Grewal—along with Simar and his wife—returns to Canada. 

			Once Simar leaves, both she and Inder realize that they miss each other terribly. On the advice of his family, Inder decides to go all the way to Canada to bring Simar back. He reaches Canada and lives with his sister whom he has not seen in seven years. In Canada, he notices how vastly different the lifestyle is from that of India. He checks up on Jassi, now living in Vancouver after her wedding. Jassi meets Inder and tells him that she is unhappy in her married life: her mother-in-law mistreats her, makes her do all the work in the house, and also gets her beaten up by her husband, a heavy drinker. She has no freedom in her life and works the entire day either at her bakery or in her house. Inder offers to help, but Jassi asks him not to contact her again as that would cause more trouble for her. On returning home, Jassi’s mother-in-law throws her out of the house, and she is left to wander in the streets that night with nowhere else to go. Inder seeks Simar’s help in this matter, and Simar scares Jassi’s mother-in-law with the threat of police. Jassi is finally able to return home. 

			Inder finally asks Simar if she wants to go back to India with him, and Simar remains fixed in her decision about staying in Canada. Inder and Simar’s father try to convince her to change her mind by dedicating a song to her at a show. Simar runs away at the end of his performance and does not come to see him off at the airport. Inder reaches home only to find that Simar has changed her mind about staying in India and they marry.

			Jee Aayan Nu helped in the resurrection of the Punjabi film industry in many ways. It was the most expensive film to be made at that time, with the latter half of the film shot entirely in Canada. 

			It was also one of the few films casting Sikh actors. In “From Lahore to Bombay . . . to Vancouver: The Checkered Journey of Punjabi Cinema,” Parmar observes that in 

			Jee Aayan Nu, Jag Jeeondeyan De Mele, Yaariyan (Friendships, 2008) and Mirza (2012) . . . Chhenvan Dariya manages to achieve the distinction of having a Sikh play the leading role. The absence of Sikh characters and Sikh actors in Punjabi cinema is remarkable.3

			Films like Jee Aayan Nu or Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995) deal with the issue of the NRI who separate from the motherland in an age of globalization and yearn to be united with their birthplace once again. It is only by getting their offspring married off to someone from Punjab does this desire get carried out. Therefore, Simar, who had been born in India and has her roots there comes back to India, but the younger sister, born in Canada, remains there. Having worked on Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge, Singh also plays with the similar themes of family, courtship, and marriage; these themes are dealt with further in movies like Namastey London (2007), which is actually a remake of Purab Paschim (1970). Jee Aayan Nu gained so much success because it managed to capture the urban audience.

			JEWEL THIEF (1967)

			Director: Vijay Anand

			Story/Screenplay: Vijay Anand

			Producer: Navketan Films 

			Cinematography: V. Ratra 

			Editing: Vijay Anand 

			Music: S. D. Burman

			Cast: Dev Anand, Vyjayanthimala, Ashok Kumar, Tanuja

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 186 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Jewel Thief is a Hindi spy thriller that was directed by Vijay Anand and released in 1967. The film was a huge success, becoming one of the highest-grossing films of that year. A tale of mistaken identities, it sees Dev Anand in one of his many memorable film appearances as Vinay, an ordinary young man who bears a striking resemblance to Amar, the jewel thief of the film. He starts impersonating Amar in order to gain access to his crime ring, but in another bizarre twist, Amar also starts impersonating Vinay, which thoroughly confuses the police (and the audiences in the process). 

			The film is set in a variety of exotic locales in northern and northeast India and what was at that time the independent kingdom of Sikkim. Director Vijay Anand, who is known for his stylish, perceptive camera framings, takes the audiences on a joy ride from the film’s credits onward. The audiences remain in doubt until the very last minute of the film about who is the jewel thief: Is it Vinay (Dev Anand), an employee of a reputed jewelry shop and the police commissioner’s son, or is it his look-alike, Amar? We are initially shown Vinay flirting with a jeweler’s daughter, Anjali (Tanuja), to land a job with her father. He manages to gain the trust of the jeweler and Anjali. However, in another twist, at Anjali’s birthday party a beautiful Shalini (Vyjayanthimala) wraps herself around Vinay, calls him Amar, and claims to be his fiancée. Vinay is disapproving of this but then starts connecting on hearing about her grief, the reason for which the audience is later made aware of. Shalini lived with her brother Arjun (Ashok Kumar), and a chivalrous Vinay gets inveigled into finding Amar whom, he is told, is a famous jewel thief.

			The film’s aesthetics clearly give a nod to Ian Fleming’s James Bond novels. In quick succession, we are introduced to three more women—Helen, Anju Mahendru, and Faryal—all of whom mistake Vinay for Amar and make amorous advances. Anand’s dalliances with all the women in the film are merely cursory as we are reminded that the main focus is the search for the elusive jewel thief. The two main female leads in the film—Tanuja and Vyjayanthimala—both act admirably. The primary song “Hothon pe aisi baat” (“The Words on My Lips”)—one of the most stunning film songs of the decade—was shot in opulent Sikkimese style and showcased Vyjayanthimala’s dancing skills and Lata Mangeshkar’s varied vocal styles. Another popular song, “Raat Akeli hai” (“The Night Is Alone”), sung by Asha Bhonsle, remains a “club song” even today.

			Rachel Dwyer writes in great length about the music in the film, especially the song “Dil Pukare” (“The Heart Calls Out”), which she describes as an example of the hybrid style of film music at its best. She notes, “Instruments such as the flute, sitar and percussions are orchestrated in a western style, seamlessly blending with a western orchestra. Today it sounds completely Indian but at that time it must have seemed radically new.”4

			Detective films in India are few and far between, though there is an abundance of thrillers. Jewel Thief straddles these genres. While Dev Anand’s other films, such as Guide (1965), Hare Rama Hare Krishna (1971), and Manzil (Destination, 1970), have been written about extensively, Jewel Thief has not received the same amount of critical scholarship. Vijay Anand showcases his directorial prowess in imaginatively creative and visually appealing shots with great camera work achieving an effect of intrigue throughout the film.

			Thirty years later, Anand starred once again in the uninspired sequel, Return of the Jewel Thief, which was a major critical and box office failure. Jewel Thief remains one of Dev Anand and Vijay Anand’s best partnerships to date.
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			KABHI KHUSHI KABHIE GHAM . . . / SOMETIMES HAPPINESS, SOMETIMES SORROW (2001)

			Director: Karan Johar

			Story/Screenplay: Karan Johar, Sheena Parikh

			Producer: Yash Johar Films 

			Cinematography: Kiran Deohans 

			Editing: Sanjay Sankla 

			Music: Jatin, Lalit, Sandesh Shandilya 

			Cast: Amitabh Bachchan, Jaya Bachchan, Shahrukh Khan, Kajol, Hrithik Roshan, Kareena Kapoor

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 210 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj)

			Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham . . . (Sometimes Happiness, Sometimes Sorrow), also known as K3G, is Karan Johar’s hugely successful second film. It was a huge box office success not only in India but also globally, becoming the first Indian film to have a theatrical release in Germany. Made on a huge budget of $5.9 million, it grossed more than $20 million at the box office. Like his earlier film, Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens), K3G boasted a stellar cast of top actors from Bombay, opulent sets, and a family-oriented story line that catered chiefly to the masses. 

			The film’s tagline “It is all about loving your parents,” signals the plot of the movie. Yashvardhan Raichand (Bachchan), a business tycoon and the patriarch of the family, is set in his traditional ways. He is opposed to his older son Rahul (Khan) wanting to marry Anjali (Kajol), who is not from the same class background. He instead wants him to marry Naina, played in a brilliant cameo appearance by Rani Mukherji. Things go badly in a confrontation, and Yashvardhan reminds Rahul that he is adopted and has shown he can never live up to the Raichand family name. He asks Rahul to leave the house when he comes home after marrying Anjali. A few years later, we see the younger son Rohan (Roshan) vowing to reunite his broken family. He travels to London where, with the help of Anjali’s sister Pooja (Kapoor), they plot how to reconcile Rahul and Yashvardhan. Finally, after a series of tense dramatic sequences, we see the family reconciling at the funeral of Yashvardhan’s mother.

			The film set a precedent of sorts. Conjuring a dream world of opulence and plenitude, Bakshi says it managed to seduce aspirant lower classes and the masses to create a world that is identifiable yet a hyperbolic representation of the one inhabited by India’s new upper-middle and higher class. The film also partnered with several merchandise companies offering K3G merchandise, a formula that Johar’s subsequent films all tried to follow.1           
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					Kareena Kapoor in Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham . . . (2001).

					Source: Yash Raj Films / Photofest © Yash Raj Films.

				

			

			The film, in addition to creating this narrative of Indian identities revolving around the microcosm of families, also conjures up a nationalist narrative within it. We see, for instance, that, despite having lived in London for many years, Rahul and Anjali still dress in Indian ethnic wear, speak Hindi, and live a very Indian lifestyle. Pooja and Rahul’s son are shown in exaggerated ways to embody Western ideals, but the film’s narrative also marks their journey toward returning to Indian values. We see Rohan landing in London with “Vande Maataram” (“I Bow to Thee, Motherland”) playing in the background against opulent images of the river Thames, Oxford Circus, and Knightsbridge. Rachel Dwyer asks just what “motherland” is conjured up in this sequence: is it the colonizing Britain where Rohan lands, or is it the motherland left behind that remains with him?2

			The songs in the film were very successful, and for the first time, the audio company released the title track separately as a single before the entire album was launched. All the songs were very popular; a third album called Klub K3G was released, featuring remixes of the songs by Indian electronic music producers. The album sold 2.5 million copies within the first thirty days of its launch. The songs featured a range of singers, including Lata Mangeshkar, Alka Yagnik, Kavita Krishnamurthy, Udit Narayan, Usha Uthup, and others. 

			Critical response to the film has been mixed. Despite the box office success, some critics were scathing of its opulence and “feel good” atmosphere, which did not manage to tackle some of the issues around class disjuncture and cultural conservatism that the film nodded to without fully exploring. Critics also suggested the film was made primarily for the Indian NRI (nonresident Indian) diasporic audience, with confusing results. Corey Creekmur, for instance, suggests that, while Yashvardhan keeps harping on the importance of the rituals and traditions of his family, it is often difficult to understand how his Anglophile lifestyle—his suits, helicopters, mansion, and foreign education—reinforce the “traditional” Indian values he seeks to uphold.3 The movie received several awards at all major ceremonies, including five such recognitions at the Indian Filmfare Awards.

			KABULIWALA / FROM KABUL (1957)

			Director: Tapan Sinha

			Story/Screenplay: Rabindranath Tagore

			Producer: Charuchitra 

			Cinematography: Anil Banerjee 

			Editing: Subodh Roy 

			Music: Ravi Shankar

			Cast: Chhabi Biswas, Oindrila Tagore, Asha Devi, Kali Bannerjee, Jahar Roy

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 116 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Kabuliwala (From Kabul) is based on a story by Rabindranath Tagore. It tells the story of Rahmat, a fruit seller from Afghanistan who comes to Calcutta to sell dry fruits; he befriends Mini, a young Bengali girl from an upper-middle-class family, who reminds him of his daughter back home in Kabul. The main theme of the story is the filial love between Mini and her father, Mini and Rahmat, and Rahmat and his daughter in Afghanistan. In the film version, the relationship between Mini and Rahmat is centralized, and there are tender moments in the film where we see how Mini’s influence has a calming effect on Rahmat who misses the mountains and his family.

			Later in the movie, we find out that Rahmat has to travel back to Kabul very urgently due to the illness of his daughter and thus sells off his goods in credit to raise the money required for travel. When he comes back, he has a fight with a customer who refuses to pay him, and Rahmat ends up stabbing him. The reality of the Kabuliwala’s life, as the film reminds us, is one of longing for a distant family and debts to be collected—but one which eventually leads him to the occasional, damning outburst of violence and, in this case, murder. Writing about the story, Fabrizio Foschini says that the treatment of the Kabuliwala’s character by the author is striking in not being based on exotic stereotypes. Oriental reveries of camels and caravans are concentrated in the author/narrator’s own escapist fancies made from his studio in Calcutta, which are abruptly interrupted by a specular, but more earthly, set of stereotypes: fears of kidnapping and slavery at the hands of the street-seller expounded by the hyper-protective little girl’s mother.

			On being tried for murder, the Kabuliwala’s lawyer tries to confuse the judge with alternative facts, but the honest Rahmat tells the truth about what transpired between him and the customer. The judge is suitably impressed at his honesty and, instead of punishing him with death, gives him ten years in prison. During this entire time of incarceration, the only thing Rahmat thinks about is Mini and his daughter back home. In one of the most poignant scenes in the film, Rahmat completes his jail term and walks to Mini’s house to find that she is getting married. Mini does not recognize her Kabuliwala. Rahmat realizes that his own daughter might have forgotten him, too. At this point, Mini’s father gives Rahmat some money from the wedding expenses so that he can go back to his country. 

			Rashmi Sawhney argues that the larger human drama that many Tagore stories explore transcends national boundaries and, even while being located in the specific historical context of colonial India, speaks to concerns and anxieties that are positively transnational and, possibly, universal.4 This is perhaps one of the reasons why Tagore’s stories have been so attractive to filmmakers as they lend themselves to the visual depiction of concerns, values, and sentiments that cut across boundaries, inviting identification from a diverse audience—another reason for the huge success of this film.

			The film was well received, and in addition to winning the Best Film Award at the National Awards of India, it went on to receive a Jury prize at the 7th Berlin International Film Festival. The success of the film led to another remake in Hindi in 1961 produced by Bimal Roy with Balraj Sahni playing the role of Rahmat. The story, along with its many film and stage adaptations, has gone on to shape a romantic imagery of Afghans in more than just Bengal. Characteristics like moral integrity and bigheartedness established themselves as standard Afghan attributes—soothing an already earned and ambiguous reputation for violence—in future literary and, especially, cinematographic representations throughout India.5 This picture also went on to establish Tapan Sinha as a major filmmaker in India; he went on to win a second national award for his feature Hatey Bazarey (The Marketplace, 1967) and, finally, the Padma Shri, India’s fourth-highest civilian honor, in 1992. Kabuliwala has seen another modern remake as recently as 2015 as part of the television series Stories by Rabindranath Tagore, which was distributed internationally by Netflix. 

			KANDUKONDAIN KANDUKONDAIN / I HAVE SEEN, I HAVE SEEN (2000)

			Director: Rajiv Menon

			Story/Screenplay: Sujatha, Rajiv Menon

			Producer: Kalaipuli S. Thanu 

			Cinematography: Ravi K. Chandran 

			Editing: Suresh Urs 

			Music: A. R. Rahman

			Cast: Mammootty, Ajith Kumar, Abbas, Tabu, Aishwarya Rai, Pooja Batra

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 151 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Kandukondain Kandukondain (I Have Seen, I Have Seen) is a Tamil movie that is loosely based on Jane Austen’s novel Sense and Sensibility. The film begins with Major Bala (Mammootty) whom we see getting injured in a war and losing his leg following an explosion. Following this we are introduced to some of the other characters in the film: Sowmya (Tabu) and Meenu (Aishwarya Rai) are adult daughters of Pathma (Srividya). They are both living in Tamil Nadu with their maternal grandfather Chandrasekhar (Nampoothiri), maidservant Chellatha (S. N. Lakshmi), and younger sister Kamala (Shamili). Sowmya works in a school as a principal while Meenu is interested in the arts, especially dance and music. Major Bala is in love with Meenu and wants to marry her, but she is in love with Srikanth (Kumar). During this time Manohar, a film director, visits the sisters’ home and falls in love with Sowmya, which forms a second subplot in the film.

			The family goes through a major turmoil after it is found that Chandrashekhar has died, leaving his entire property to his younger son, Swaminathan (Ravi). Swaminathan’s wife is very arrogant and misbehaves with the sisters since inheriting the family mansion. Unable to continue being berated like this, Sowmya and Meenu move to Chennai. Over there Sowmya gets work at an IT company while Meenu tries to become a professional singer with the help of Major Bala. During this time, Srikanth also goes through a major financial crisis leading to bankruptcy. He is offered help by a local minister who tells him he must marry his daughter, which he agrees. Meenu is heartbroken at this and falls into an open manhole and is rescued by Bala. Meenu realizes Bala loves her, and she also falls in love with him. Following a series of other subplots, the film ends with Manohar marrying Sowmya and Bala marrying Meenu.        
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					Aishwarya Rai in Kandukondain Kandukondain (2000).

					Source: Cinema India! / Photofest © Cinema India!

				

			

			The film’s director, Rajiv Menon, has claimed that the story of the two sisters reflected in the film was reminiscent of him and his brother when they were going through a particularly difficult time. The film was initially launched as a multilingual project in Tamil, Telugu, Hindi, and Malayalam, though it only was released in Tamil with a subsequent dubbed version in Telugu. 

			The songs of the film were composed by A. R. Rahman and became a huge success that year, winning for Shankar Mahadevan the National Award for Best Playback Singer. The music rights were bought for a record-breaking $306,000 that year. 

			Martin-Jones comments on how the film’s Scottish location provides a distinctive commentary on aspiration and hybridity, noting that Scotland appears as a fantasy—and an achievable one, at that: 

			The “Indianized” period costumes that they wear, and the presence of shaggy, “medieval” costumed western guards (complete with helmets and axes!) suggests that Meenakshi and Srikanth are exploring Scotland’s heritage much as tourists might. . . . This is perhaps rather fitting for an Indian adaptation of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility.6

			Kandukondain Kandukondain was also very successful at the box office and received mostly positive reviews from critics. The director also took the film to major international film festivals where reception was equally positive; it became a crossover hit in other Indian regions thanks to a largely star-studded Bollywood cast.

			KUCH KUCH HOTA HAI / SOMETHING HAPPENS (1998)

			Director: Karan Johar

			Story/Screenplay: Karan Johar

			Producer: Yash Johar 

			Cinematography: Santosh C. Thundiyil, Santosh Sivan 

			Editing: Sanjay Sankla 

			Music: Jatin, Lalit

			Cast: Shah Rukh Khan, Rani Mukherji, Kajol, Salman Khan

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 177 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj)

			Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens) is perhaps one of the most well-known, modern-day hits that changed the career trajectory of its main actors as well as the film director, Karan Johar, making him a household name. The film was extremely successful both in India as well as abroad, making it one of the highest-grossing films of that year and one of the first Indian films to enter the UK top ten in cinemas in the week it was released. 

			The story begins as a flashback through a young Anjali Khanna (Saeed) who reads a letter that her mother Tina (Mukherji) had left her, which tells the story of how she met Anjali’s dad, Rahul (Shah Rukh Khan). We are introduced in the flashback to tomboy Anjali Sharma, Rahul’s best friend, who quickly befriends Tina when she moves to their college from London. Anjali Sharma is in love with Rahul but does not know how to tell him, and before she is able to declare her love for him, Rahul tells her that he is in love with Tina. Devastated, Anjali Sharma leaves their lives. Back in the present, we see Tina telling her daughter that she is aware of coming between Rahul and Anjali, and one of her dying wishes is for Rahul and Anjali to be brought back together. Rahul and Tina’s daughter Anjali makes it her mission to be sure that reunion happens.

			In the present time, we find that Anjali Sharma is no longer a tomboy and is about to marry Aman (Salman Khan) However, in reality she is not in love with Aman at all and is only marrying him because she has lost Rahul and did not think she would find true love ever again. Rahul’s daughter, meanwhile, finds out that Anjali Sharma will be camp leader at a summer camp and goes there with her grandmother, leaving a letter for Rahul informing him she has done so. She plans to create a situation where Rahul and Anjali Sharma meet and fall in love again. One night while watching television, Anjali Sharma realizes that the Anjali who is staying in her camp is Rahul’s daughter and that Tina is dead. Rahul, meanwhile, sees Anjali Sharma again and realizes he loves her, but now that she is engaged to Aman, he decides not to act on it. He instead congratulates her. Anjali reads this as rejection and leaves the camp to marry Aman as soon as possible. In an expected outcome, we finally see Anjali Sharma and Rahul confessing their love for each other; thus fulfilling Tina’s dying wish.

			Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, Karan Johar’s directorial debut, was a critical and commercial success; the film won all major awards that year at the Filmfare Awards, Zee Cine Awards, and Star Screen Awards. It also won the National Award for Best Film Providing Wholesome entertainment. It was the highest-grossing Bollywood film of 1998. Gopal and Moorti, writing about the reception history of the film, say that the paradigmatic instance of the NRI (nonresident Indian) genre—in South Africa and Indonesia—illustrates how Bollywood’s growing presence in the global north is transforming the modes through which immigrants in the south consume Hindi cinema. They further argue that it was “the first Indian film to run in an upscale shopping center in Durban for an unprecedented eight months . . . [and] was seen by more people in Durban than Titanic.” They have argued that the film’s overwhelming success was owing to the film’s inscription of a “global” Indian spectator/subject—a glossy depiction of a modern, urban India engendering cultural pride among diasporic Indians.7 Bakshi, however, makes a slightly different point. He says that “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai while revelling in the ‘cool’ American culture also propagates the necessity of preserving an indigenous national culture. The immense success it enjoyed across the globe, most notably in the third-world countries, bears testimony to this fact.”8

			The film became a cult classic for the Indian youth and has been telecast numerous times on satellite channels since then. The music of the film has also been a huge success and continues to be played in clubs across India. In fact, an animated remake of the film, Koochie Koochie Hota Hai, by Tarun Mansukhani—with all original cast members set to reprise their roles—is set for a 2018 release. 
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			LAGAAN / TAXATION / ONCE UPON A TIME IN INDIA (2001)

			Director: Ashutosh Gowariker

			Story/Screenplay: Ashutosh Gowariker, Abbas Tyrewala, Sanjay Daima

			Producers: Aamir Khan, Mansoor Khan 

			Cinematography: Anil Mehta 

			Editing: Ballu Saluja 

			Music: A. R. Rahman

			Cast: Aamir Khan, Gracy Singh, Rachel Shelley, Paul Blackthorne

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 224 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Sony Picture Home Entertainment)

			Lagaan (Taxation) is a landmark film in the history of Indian cinema. It is the third Indian film after Mother India, which is discussed later in this volume, and Salaam Bombay (1988) to be nominated for the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. It was one of the biggest box office hits in 2001 and was ranked number 55 by the Empire Magazine’s “100 Best Films of World Cinema.”

			The movie begins with a nod to Satyajit Ray’s Shatranj ki Khiladi (The Chess Players, 1977) with a map of colonial India and a voiceover announcing that it is 1893, during the height of the British Empire in India, and the location is Champaner, a fictional village in central India. Despite several years of drought, the British have made no concessions on their tax, and there is discontent among the villagers. We are then introduced to Bhuvan (Aamir Khan), the main protagonist, and Gauri (Gracy Singh), his sweetheart. We are told that Champaner is ruled by a kindly ruler, Puran Singh (Kulbhushan Kharbanda), but he is only a figurehead; the real power is in the hands of the British East India Company.

			After their visit to Puran Singh, Bhuvan witnesses a game of cricket and offends Captain Russell (Paul Blackthorne), the officer in charge of the army garrison. Blackthorne then goes on to make a provocative offer: if the Indians are able to beat his team in a cricket game he will waive their taxes; but if they lose, their taxes will be doubled. Bhuvan accepts this challenge in a rash decision much to the anger of the other villagers. He, however, argues that it is important for people to fight against British rule. Help comes in the form of Elizabeth (Rachel Shelley), Russell’s sister, who teaches them the rules of the game and helps Bhuvan recruit players for his team. We are also told that during this period Elizabeth also falls in love with Bhuvan much to Gauri’s jealousy, but Bhuvan assures Gauri that he is in love with her. Russell wins the toss on the day of the match, giving the British team a strong start. However, in typical melodramatic fashion, we see that the decision rests on the final over with one ball remaining and five runs to win. Bhuvan finishes the game and wins the match after scoring a six. There is a celebratory applause from all sides, and at that very moment, the skies part in rain and the drought is lifted.          
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					Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Javed Khan, and Rachel Shelley in Once upon a Time in India (2001).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Raghavendra argues that the narrative of Lagaan follows a classical structure, situating itself historically and positing a (spurious) historic past. The recruitment of the players is a moment of heightened tension providing a lens into structures of oppression and hypocrisy when we see Kachra, an untouchable, being recruited to the team, which leads to much resentment among the other higher-caste players.1 Dissanayake has argued that suffering is pivotal to the discourse of film melodrama in Asian cultures, and this film is replete with the motif of suffering and eventual triumph.2

			The songs of the film composed by A. R. Rahman are melodious and provide emotional moments within the structure of the film. The song “O Rey Chori” (“Oh My Girl”) is Bhuvan declaring his love for Gauri but also Elizabeth realizing she is in love with Bhuvan. Similarly, “Ghanan Ghanan” (“Sound of Rain”) permeates throughout the film, reaching a crescendo with the final downpour. The other songs “Radha Kaise Na Jale” (“How Can Radha Not Be Jealous”) and “Mitwa” (“Land”) were equally popular in providing support to the film’s narrative. 

			Raghavendra also rightly points out that Lagaan belongs to a school of “patriotic” cinema that came into its own in the 1990s but has been steadily gaining prominence. The other big hit of 2001 was Gadar: Ek Prem Katha (Gadar: A Love Story), a popular tale of cross-border love between India and Pakistan, and 2002 saw three films made on the revolutionary Bhagat Singh. One also cannot exclude J. P. Dutta’s trilogy of Border (1997), Refugee (2000), and LOC Kargil (2003), nor Aamir Khan’s second historical epic, Mangal Pandey (2005), also a big box office success.

			Ganti calls it the first crossover success since Awaara.3 The film was a phenomenal commercial and critical success both in India and abroad, breaking box office records, earning accolades from Indian film critics, winning awards in European film festivals, and receiving an Oscar nomination for Best Foreign Film. A big-budget, lavishly produced film shot on location in the desert region of the western state of Gujarat, Lagaan is notable for being the first mainstream Hindi film to use synchronous sound. It is also perhaps the first encounter with “Bollywood” for many Americans as Lagaan’s video and DVD became available through mainstream distribution outlets such as Blockbuster and Amazon.

			LAGE RAHO MUNNA BHAI / CARRY ON, MUNNA BHAI (2006)

			Director: Rajkumar Hirani

			Story/Screenplay: Rajkumar Hirani, Vidhu Vinod Chopra

			Producer: Vidhu Vinod Chopra

			Cinematography: C. K. Muraleedharan 

			Editing: Rajkumar Hirani 

			Music: Shantanu Moitra

			Cast: Sanjay Dutt, Arshad Warsi, Vidya Balan, Boman Irani, Jimmy Shergill, Dia Mirza

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Lage Raho Munna Bhai (Carry On, Munna Bhai) is the sequel to Rajkumar Hirani’s directorial debut Munna Bhai MBBS (2003). It sees Sanjay Dutt perform his character of the “benevolent underworld don” yet again, but this time to promote Gandhigiri (the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi). The film begins with Munna Bhai in love with Jhanvi (played by Balan), a radio disc jockey, who plans to meet her by trying to win Jhanvi’s radio quiz on Gandhi. He presents himself as a professor and specialist on the teachings of Gandhi only to later actually start reading his ideologies to try and solve questions concerning him. Munna Bhai even lands a radio show with Jhanvi where he entertains calls from listeners and, using Gandhian principles, tries to solve their issues.

			We later find out that Munna Bhai has started seeing the ghost of Gandhi everywhere, a ghost who encourages him to tell the truth about himself to Jhanavi. There are several subplots in the film, but perhaps the most poignant one is that concerning Simran (Mirza), the daughter of Lucky Singh (Irani), whose marriage breaks down because it is discovered her astrological makeup will have a negative impact on her marriage. Astrology/numerology is an important facet of Indian social life, which has more often than not been used in unscrupulous ways to discriminate against certain people. By tackling this issue head on, Hirani provides a very strong statement against this form of orthodox practice.       
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					Vidya Balan in Lage Raho Munna Bhai (2006).

					Source: Eros Entertainment / Photofest © Eros Entertainment.

				

			

			The other issue the film deals with is the Gandhian principle of nonviolence.4 Hirani shows how, by adopting Gandhian values, an underworld don such as Munna Bhai turns a corner and that principles of nonviolence can be used effectively to solve problems. As Erikson writes, Gandhi’s stance of nonviolence was always at odds with the militant brand of nationalism that was espoused by leaders such as Bal Gangadhar Tilak,5 and the recent rise of the RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh; National Volunteer Association), the militant wing of the ruling party of India (BJP; Bharatiya Janata Party), makes this film particularly important to the present political climate of India. The film is also credited for reviving Gandhian values through the cool street moniker of “Gandhigiri.” As Ghosh and Babu write: “Gandhi, the man, was once the message. In the India of the post-liberalisation brand, gandhigiri is the message.”6

			The songs of the film—with music by Shantanu Moitra and lyrics by Sawanand Kirkire—were immensely popular, leading Kirkire to win the National Film Award for Best Lyrics for the song “Bande me tha Dam” (“The Man Had Courage”). The soundtrack blended themes of patriotism with romantic numbers. 

			The film performed very well at the box office, garnering close to $1.93 billion and critical acclaim in all major awards ceremonies. It received four National Film Awards and was screened at the Cannes Film Festival. The film also had a wider social impact with a rise in interest in Gandhi from young people and reportedly led to an increase in sales of Gandhi’s famous autobiography, The Story of My Experiments with Truth. The film received mostly positive reviews from all major media outlets with Gandhi’s great-grandson praising the film for reenergizing and introducing the philosophies of Gandhi to a new generation of Indians. Poonam Joshi of the BBC praised the film, adding: 

			It’s rare to see a film that bounces between humour and sentiment so seamlessly. And it is rarer still to see characters become etched in the memory so enduringly. . . . Lage Raho Munna Bhai is the ultimate in feel-good cinema that leaves you feeling like anything is possible.7

			In addition to its popularity in India, the film also found an audience at several university campuses with screenings organized in major US universities such as Harvard, MIT, and University of Southern California. The film surpassed the popularity of its prequel, and a sequel was planned to follow the success of this film but had to be postponed indefinitely due to legal issues with the main actor, Sanjay Dutt.

			THE LUNCHBOX (2013)

			Director: Ritesh Batra

			Story/Screenplay: Ritesh Batra

			Producers: Arun Rangachari, Anurag Kashyap, Guneet Monga, Karan Johar, Siddharth Roy Kapur, Meraj Shaikh, Vikramjit Roy, Danis Tanovic 

			Cinematography: Michael Simmonds 

			Editing: John F. Lyons 

			Music: Max Richter

			Cast: Irrfan Khan, Nimrat Kaur, Nawazuddin Siddiqui, Lillete Dubey, Nakul Vaid

			Languages: Hindi, English

			Specs: 104 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Sony Pictures Home Entertainment)

			The Lunchbox is a romantic film made in an epistolary style. It was praised for its unique story line and presentation. It was screened at the Cannes Film Festival during the International Critics Week where it garnered the Critics Award.

			The film tells the story of an unlikely friendship that develops between Saajan Fernandes (Khan), a widower about to retire from his job as an accountant, and Ila (Kaur), a neglected housewife who tries to bring romance back into her life through cooking meals for her husband. Through a mix-up by the dabbawalas of Mumbai (part of a delivery system that collects hot food in lunch boxes from the residences of workers in the late morning, delivering the lunches to the workplace), the lunch box Ila prepares for her husband gets delivered instead to Saajan. Ila soon realizes the mistake and writes a letter to Saajan explaining this. Eventually, they strike up a friendship by exchanging messages through lunch boxes revealing their individual lives. Saajan reveals how he is training his junior, Shaikh (Siddiqui), who makes several mistakes at work. Saajan eventually warms up enough to Shaikh  to save his job and eventually becomes one of his close friends.

			Ila finds out about her husband’s infidelity and decides to move to Bhutan with her daughter. Saajan writes back suggesting that they move there together. Ila then offers to meet in person at a popular food joint, but at the appointed time, Saajan doesn’t turn up. Upon receiving an empty lunch box the next day, Saajan writes to Ila apologizing, saying he did arrive and saw her from a distance but couldn’t approach her, and he advises her to move on with her life.        
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					Irrfan Khan in The Lunchbox (2013).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Ila does not want to lead an unhappy life and tries to find Saajan, but Shaikh informs her that he has retired and left for Nashik. Ila then decides to move to Bhutan with her daughter. Meanwhile, Saajan changes his mind on his way to Nasik, returns to Mumbai and searches for Ila through the same dabbawala who had delivered their messages through the lunch boxes for all those months.

			The acting was highly praised by all critics, and there was even a drive to have the movie selected as India’s official Oscar entry, which controversially failed. Khan and Siddiqui were the first two main characters to be cast, following which Kaur was selected after extensive screen tests. The relationship between Saajan and Ila is explored to tell a larger story of intimacy, abandonment, and marital problems. The various ways intimacy has been represented on Indian screens has been quite formulaic, and this film represented a significant shift.8 Despite the “unreality” of the situation—where Ila and Saajan end up becoming friends and falling in love—there is a certain kind of realism through which this is naturalized and legitimated. There is a sense of magical realism as the story unfolds. When Ila writes about her ceiling fan not working properly, Saajan looks up at the one in his office, and it has also stopped. While the film did not feature any original songs, there were intertextual references to other popular songs such as “Pardesi Pardesi Jaana Nahin” (“O Foreigner Do Not Go”) and “Mera Dil bhi Kitna Paagal hain” (“My Heart Is Madly in Love with You”), which are crucial in establishing the stranger/familiar relationship between Ila and Saajan.9

			The movie was nominated for all major awards and was successful in most cases. It received three Filmfare Awards for Best Direction (debut), Best Supporting Actor, and the Critics Choice for Best Film. It was also nominated at the British Academy Film Awards for Best Foreign Language Film and won the Critics Award at the Cannes Film Festival.
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			MADHUMATI (1958)

			Director: Bimal Roy

			Story/Screenplay: Ritwik Ghatak, Rajinder Singh Bedi

			Producer: Bimal Roy 

			Cinematography: Dilip Gupta 

			Editing: Hrishikesh Mukherjee 

			Music: Salil Choudhury

			Cast: Dilip Kumar, Vyjayantimala, Johnny Walker, Pran, Jayant, Misra

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 110 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Madhumati is a fantasy neo-Gothic film, and one of the early films in India to deal with reincarnation. It is the first and only collaboration between Roy and Ghatak. A highly influential film, Madhumati led to several other films on reincarnation that borrowed plot elements and stylization.

			The story begins with Devendra (Kumar) who is on his way to fetch his wife and child, but due to a landslide, he takes shelter in a haveli (old mansion), which brings him flashes of memory of another life—through which, in flashback, Devendra recalls this story: Anand (also played by Kumar) falls in love with Madhumati (Vyjayantimala), a tribal girl whose songs have haunted him from a distance. Anand’s employer, Ugra Narayan (Pran) is a ruthless and arrogant man, and, as Anand refuses to bend down to him like others, he incurs his wrath. We later find out that Ugra has had Madhumati killed. Heartbroken, Anand leaves. One day, Anand meets a girl named Madhavi who looks exactly like Madhumati, and he asks her for help so he can get Ugra to confess his crimes. Anand returns to Ugra’s house to do a portrait for him and get Madhavi to appear before him. Shaken, Ugra confesses his crime and is taken to prison by the police waiting outside. In a twist, Anand realizes that the questions Madhavi was asking Ugra was not information he had provided. At this point, we find out that the pretend Madhumati was actually Madhumati’s ghost. Anand follows her and jumps to his death from the same terrace Madhumati had fallen from trying to escape Ugra. As Devendra’s story is over, we find out that Madhumati and Anand have reincarnated as Devendra and his current wife, Radha.

			Madhumati emerged at a time when Bimal Roy’s production company was not doing well and he needed a commercial success. The story was written by noted filmmaker Ritwik Ghatak and was a marked departure from Roy’s earlier social realism films (such as Do Bigha Zameen and Devdas); the film originated the reincarnation film genre, an Indian film genre that has received little critical scholarship. Wright argues that the reincarnation film in India is an important philosophical concept that informs the style and form of these texts to address Hindu anxieties about rebirth. Reincarnation narratives are not simply a by-product of the Western Gothic but also informed by and best understood in relation to ancient Indic cultural practices.1              
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					Dilip Kumar and Vyjayantimala in Madhumati (1958).

					Source: Bimal Roy / Photofest © Bimal Roy.

				

			

			Madhumati was the first Indian film to be launched abroad in Czechoslovakia at the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival Theatre. Unlike other gothic noir films, Madhumati was shot outdoors in the hills of Nanital. The haveli—the old mansion—was another important figure throughout the film and has been a cinematic trope of affluence and the Gothic. Writing about the haveli, Jaikumar argues that popular postindependence Hindi-Urdu films, including Madhumati (1958) and others, have endowed havelis with an affective life that creatively processes and reflects on the structure’s material decline, by using architectural form as a trigger point for emotions about the changing role of class, religion, and gender in the biography of a modern nation.2 

			The film received nine prizes at the Filmfare Awards and was the record holder for the most awards received by a film until it was surpassed by Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge in 1995. Rachel Dwyer argues that, while the story was criticized for being melodramatic and unconvincing, it was nevertheless gripping and well told, leading to its commercial and critical success. The songs for the film were composed by Salil Choudhury and included some memorable numbers such as “Aaja re Pardesi” (“Come O Stranger”) and “Suhana Safar” (“Pleasant Journey”). Dwyer has noted that the songs in the films were surprising and unusual since they were quite romantic, happy, and joyful, which contrasted with the overall darker atmosphere of the film.3 

			MAHANAGAR / THE BIG CITY (1963)

			Director: Satyajit Ray

			Story/Screenplay: Narendranath Mitra

			Producer: R. D. Bansal 

			Cinematography: Subrata Mitra 

			Editing: Dulal Dutta 

			Music: Satyajit Ray

			Cast: Madhabi Mukherjee, Anil Chatterjee, Vicky Redwood, Haradhan Bannerjee, Jaya Bhaduri

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 136 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Criterion)

			Mahanagar (The Big City) is a dramatic film by Satyajit Ray based on the short story “Abataranika” by Narendranath Mitra and narrates the tale of housewife Arati (Madhabi Mukherjee) who disconcerts her traditionalist family by getting a job as a saleswoman. It also marks the first screen appearance of Jaya Bhaduri in the role of Bani.

			Set in 1960s Calcutta, the film narrates the contemporary realities of the urban middle class, where women going to work is no longer merely driven by ideas of emancipation but has become an economic reality. The film examines the tensions between the slowly changing patriarchal attitudes toward female emancipation and social dynamics. The film examines the effects of the confident working woman on patriarchal attitudes and social dynamics. Arati (Madhabi Mukherjee), a housewife, takes up a job as a door-to-door saleswoman to meet the increasing financial pressures on her conservative family. Despite the obstructions put on her by her conservative family and societal structures, she does well in her job. In the beginning, her husband, Subrata (Anil Chatterjee), is very supportive of her; however, he comes under the intense scrutiny of family and becomes jealous of her success, so he starts to pressure her to quit. All of a sudden, he loses his job, and Arati becomes the sole breadwinner in the household.

			The second strand of the narrative focuses on female friendship. Arati befriends an English-speaking, Anglo-Indian colleague, Edith (Vicky Redwood), which is not seen well by her conservative family who think she is a bad influence on Arati. The friendship, however, remains strong, and when Edith is fired by their boss, Arati stands up to this injustice and asks her boss to apologize. This transformation of Arati from her former timid self to one challenging power and hierarchy also captures the changing social dynamics of postindependence India. We later find out Arati quits her job despite having no other job to fall back on. When she walks out of the office, she sees Subrata and confesses that she is scared of the future, but Subrata assures her that the courage shown by Arati is admirable and that they will both get jobs. As they walk off, it signals the changing dynamics of employment and female emancipation in postindependence India.        
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					Madhabi Mukherjee and Anil Chatterjee in Mahanagar (1963).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Suddhaseel Sen argues that Mahanagar is perhaps one of Ray’s best films on female emancipation in the changing context of India. He writes that Ray’s exploration of the relationship between women’s emancipation and changing social conditions is nowhere more subtle than in Mahanagar. Indeed, given its setting in contemporary Bengal, newly part of independent India, the film becomes more topical and more relevant than any of the women-centered films Ray made between 1960 and 1965. Other studies on the film focus on the importance of the city itself.4 Writing about the film, Paulomi Chakraborty says that in Mahanagar, the city is explicitly identified as a site of configuration and transformation of gender relationships and gendered subjectivities. As the subject position of the “new woman,” Arati is shown as liberated but also as a figure who continually is challenged to reassert herself within the project of India’s modernity.5 

			The film received widespread critical acclaim. It was selected as India’s official entry for the 36th Academy Awards; it won a National Award for being the third best feature film in 1963; and, finally, Ray won the coveted Silver Bear Award for Best Director at the 14th Berlin International Film Festival in 1964. Upon its delayed release in the United States in 1968, it continued to draw praise from critics such as Roger Ebert, Pauline Kael, and others. Ebert described Mahanagar as “one of the most rewarding screen experiences of our time.”6

			MAQBOOL (2003)

			Director: Vishal Bhardwaj

			Story/Screenplay: Vishal Bhardwaj, Abbas Tyrewala

			Producer: Bobby Bedi 

			Cinematography: Hemant Chaturvedi 

			Editing: Aarif Sheikh 

			Music: Vishal Bhardwaj

			Cast: Tabu, Irrfan Khan, Om Puri, Naseeruddin Shah, Pankaj Kapoor, Masumeh Makhija, Shweta Menon

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 132 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eagle)

			Maqbool is a crime drama film adapted from Shakespeare’s Macbeth and was Bhardwaj’s second directorial venture. Despite the film being a commercial failure, it was critically acclaimed in India and abroad.          
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					Maqbool (2003).

					Source: Yash Raj Films / Photofest © Yash Raj Films.

				

			

			The film is set in the backdrop of the Mumbai underworld. Maqbool (Khan) is the right-hand man of Abbaji (Kapoor), a powerful underworld don. Maqbool is grateful for his help and mentorship and is steadfastly loyal to him. However, Abbaji’s wife Nimmi (Tabu), who is in love with Maqbool, encourages him to kill Abbaji and become the leader of the Mumbai underworld. Sensing Maqbool’s ambition, two corrupt policemen (like the original three witches of Macbeth) predict that Maqbool indeed will inherit Abbaji’s empire. Maqbool is caught between his loyalty to Abbaji and love for Nimmi and finally decides to kill Abbaji, murdering him in bed. Still, the two lovers don’t remain happy as they keep seeing Abbaji’s ghost everywhere. Finally, the gang also becomes suspicious, and the couple meets a tragic end.

			The film is not a mere adaptation of Macbeth, but it can be read as a recension. Trivedi argues that the film locates itself in the popular genres of Bollywood, and the film’s radicalism is the way in which a Western canonical text is used to retell an alternative reimagining of the tale. The marginal role of the witches in the original tale (who were merely prophesizing) is replaced by the two conniving policemen who use their own agency to make sure the narrative flows in a certain way. The intertextual references in the film are not only to the canonical text but also to other Bollywood gangster films on urban violence such as Satya and Company. Trivedi further argues that the localization of the film is significant as Shakespeare forms a kind of a benchmark in Indian culture, so that local responses to his works determine their own distance from our past.7 

			Sen takes a different approach on the film’s radicalism as the portrayal of the urban locale of Mumbai, arguing that the Bombay underworld “plays a much more important role than the stock urban or (idealized) rural settings of many previous Bollywood films,” and suggesting that the film’s use of a “spectrum of language,” from Hindi slang to Urdu, reflects the fact that “Bombay is perhaps India’s most cosmopolitan city, where people of different ethnic and religious backgrounds live and work together.”8

			Dionne and Kapadia argue that the adaptation of Shakespeare in Indian films is important as it questions the politics of global culture and influence.9 The actors in the film were very good, with all being praised for their mature work. Tabu and Pankaj Kapoor were particularly praised for their portrayals of Abbaji and Nimmi.

			The songs in the film were composed by Vishal Bhardwaj with lyrics by Gulzar. The songs were a mix of classical and instrumental with songs performed by Rekha Bhardwaj, Ustad Sultan Khan, and Sadhana Sargam, among others. 

			Maqbool is credited for popularizing the Shakespeare genre in Indian films and was the first of Bhardwaj’s Shakespeare trilogy. Bhardwaj’s next film, Omkara, was an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Othello, which was followed by his adaptation of Hamlet, titled Haider. Despite the commercial failure of Maqbool, it garnered several honors including the Filmfare Critics Award for Pankaj Kapoor and the National Award for Best Supporting Actor. The film was also screened at the 2004 Cannes Film Festival. 

			MASAAN / CREMATORIUM (2015)

			Director: Neeraj Ghaywan

			Story/Screenplay: Varun Grover

			Producers: Shikhya Entertainment, Macassar Productions, Phantom Films, Arte Films France, and Pathé Films 

			Cinematography: Avinash Arun Dhaware 

			Editing: Nitin Baid 

			Music: Indian Ocean

			Cast: Richa Chadda, Vicky Kaushal, Sanjay Mishra, Shweta Tripathi

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 109 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Reliance)

			Masaan (Crematorium) is a Hindi-language film directed by Neeraj Ghaywan. It is an Indo-French collaboration produced by Shikhya Entertainment, Macassar Productions, Phantom Films, Arte Films France, and Pathé Films. 

			Masaan represents the best of the new indie films from India. Contemporary Indian indies constitute a movement similar to the art house or parallel cinema movement of the 1970s. These films typically explore the sociopolitical dichotomies of globalized India. Blurring the lines between Mainstream and INDEpendent cinema, the new “mindie” film is about common people telling untold stories about the layperson through the cinematic lens. Stories of human interest, often based on real-life events, are presented in this new genre. The indie is rapidly revising the notion of mainstream cinema as big-scale drama with stars and fantastical song and dance. 

			Turning away from the big Bollywood narratives, mindie films have explored untold stories of the marginal and subaltern. Masaan is about untold narratives and unlikely protagonists in a shifting social milieu. The film offers stories of the ordinary, the subaltern, the marginal, and their nuanced aspirations. It will examine themes of identity in flux, aspirations of social mobility, and the forces that still regiment their moral universe. 

			Neeraj Ghaywan’s directorial debut, Masaan is an Indo-French coproduction; the film was screened at the “Un Certain Regard” section at the 2015 Cannes Film Festival, winning two awards. Director Ghaywan (assistant to Anurag Kashyap in Gangs of Wasseypur) draws on the Kashyap school of small-town stories, ordinary people, relationships, and identity. Often drawing on real-life incidents, these films expose the duplicity of social norms around gender, caste, violence, and the human condition of love. 

			Set in the holy city of Varanasi, the film explores two disparate stories that eventually come together. The first story is about Devi who checks into a hotel with her boyfriend. The couple is caught having sex by a police raid, and the boy kills himself in the bathroom. Devi is freed after a large amount of money is paid for her bail. The local police inspector asks for a large sum of three lakhs to be paid by her father, Vidyadhar Pathak, to protect her reputation. Devi’s father is disgraced by his daughter’s scandal, yet he struggles to raise the bribe money. Devi has to keep changing jobs as word spreads about her scandal in a respectable world. Devi gets a job in the railway office in Varanasi; however, news about her scandal reaches there, and she leaves town to find a job in Allahabad.

			The second story is about a young boy, Deepak, who belongs to the low-caste dom community (who light the funeral pyres on the riverbank). His father and brother do the traditional job of corpse burning, but Deepak has dreams of moving beyond the restrictions of his caste and community. Deepak studies engineering in a Polytechnic, and here he meets the young and beautiful Shalu, who is an upper-caste girl. Deepak falls in love with her and woos her through social media. During a trip to Allahabad, Shalu falls in love with Deepak, and after learning about his low-caste background, she promises to support him and urges him to find a job soon. Shalu and her family then leave on a pilgrimage.

			Deepak soon joins his father at the burning on the riverbank because there was an abundance of corpses that day—many were killed in a dreadful bus crash. In a shocking moment, Deepak discovers Shalu was one of the victims from this bus accident. 

			Deepak’s innocent world of love is shattered, and he loses all purpose in life. His friends support him, and he finds a job in the railways in Allahabad. At the ghat (riverbank), Deepak meets Devi who has come to throw away the gift Piyush had given her. They board a boat going toward Sangam (confluence of rivers). Deepak tells Devi that one should visit Sangam twice: once alone and then in another’s company. The film ends with hope for two shattered souls and the possibility of finding love again. 

			Masaan received overwhelming critical acclaim especially for its debutant writer and director. Ghaywan captures the pulse of small-town reality and rhythm of life on the ghats. He offers a world of lust and shame and also a pure love story, of devastation and upliftment. It is a world that stays with us long after the film. Writing in the Hollywood Reporter, Deborah Young describes the film as “a classically poignant drama of star-crossed love” and “part of the new generation of indie films whose clear intent is to set ablaze a hidebound society’s constrictions on personal liberty.”10            
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					Shweta Tripathi and Vicky Kaushal in Masaan (2015).

					Source: Pathé / Photofest © Pathé.

				

			

			Masaan offers a mosaic narrative of a low-caste boy in love with an upper-caste girl, a daughter’s struggle against her public sex scandal, and a father’s shame and slow loss of morality. It deals with a group of characters trying to escape the moral stranglehold and corruption of the old city. Set in present-day Varanasi, the location encapsulates the paradox of neoliberalism. The holy city, the caste system, and the duplicitous moral codes are played off against the innocence of the blooming romance and poetry of the young couple.

			Masaan uses the mainstream trope of boy wooing girl but, through contrasting use of social media and ageless poetry, juxtaposes social hierarchy and disparate financial conditions. The issues of identity and struggle against family and community are played out against the flowing river Ganga. 

			Masaan plays out representations and contestations of social codes, gender, and politics. Deepak wants to break away from his family of low-caste doms (untouchables) who burn dead bodies on the ghat. Devi is forced to leave her job and then her city to escape her public sex scandal. The two narratives merge at the end on the banks of the river as both Deepak and Devi meet and take a boat ride together. The waters of the Ganges create a panoramic backdrop to the making and breaking of little human stories, aspirations, and love. 

			MAUSAM / SEASON (1975)

			Director: Gulzar

			Story/Screenplay: Bhushan Banmali, Gulzar, Kamleshwar

			Producer: P. M. Rao 

			Cinematography: Hemant Chaturvedi 

			Editing: Waman Bhosle, Gurudutt Shirali 

			Music: Madan Mohan, Salil Chowdhury

			Cast: Sanjeev Kumar, Sharmila Tagore, Dina Pathak, Om Shivpuri

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 156 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Mausam (Season) is a 1975 Indian film loosely based on the novel The Judas Tree by A. J. Cronin. It is a love story between local physician Dr. Amarnath Gil (Kumar) and Chanda (Tagore), the daughter of a local healer. It is initially set in Darjeeling where Chanda is visiting with her father, Harihar Thapa. Amarnath has to return to his village but promises to come back soon. Sadly, he cannot keep his promise. When he finally returns after twenty-five years, both Harihar and Chanda are dead. He discovers Chanda had a daughter, Kajli (also played by Tagore), and that some matter concerning her drove Chanda to mortal insanity. He searches for Chanda’s daughter, who closely resembles her dead mother, working in a brothel after having been molested by her mother’s brother-in-law. Amarnath decides to make amends for what he did to Chanda by rescuing Kajli from the brothel and educating her to become a refined young woman. Kajli, unaware of the history between Amarnath and her mother, falls in love with him.

			Gulzar uses a variety of visual tropes and sartorial markers to distinguish the characters in the film. For example, when Kajli is first shown in the film, we see her in a red sari draped around her erotically, signifying her role as a sex worker. After Amarnath takes charge of her well-being, she is shown to be refined; we thus see the sari change to yellow and draped in a much more modest way. (Interested readers are directed to Banerjee and Miller’s anthropological study of the sari, which contends that it is an intimate garment for constructing identities and relationships in South Asia.11)

			The music of the film was composed by Madan Mohan and Salil Chowdhury but released after the death of Mohan. The song “Dil Dhoondta Hai” (“The Heart Searches”) performed by Bhupinder and Lata Mangeshkar was very popular and featured in the year-end chart toppers of Binaca Geetmala in 1976.

			Gulzar had already established himself as an auteur and as one of the architects of the serious Indian middle-of-the-road cinema by the time he made Mausam.12 Filmmakers such as Gulzar carved a middle path between the extravagant mainstream films and realist art cinema. Gulzar, alongside Govind Nihalini, Basu Bhattacharya, and Hrishikesh Mukherjee, represented this new trend. Nasreen Munni Kabir believes that very few filmmakers in Hindi cinema have etched as many interesting women characters as Gulzar has. He infuses sensitivity with agency in characters such as Kajli in Mausam and Panna Barave in Hu Tu Tu.13 

			Mausam was simultaneously shot while Gulzar was also making Aandhi, a political drama that led to censorship issues. This was his fifth directorial venture and was widely feted at all the major awards. Sharmila Tagore received the Silver Lotus Award at the 23rd National Film Festival, and the movie was honored with accolades as 2nd Best Feature Film. The movie also won the Best Feature Film and Best Director awards at the 24th Filmfare Awards. The film was remade in Tamil in 1982 as Vasandhathil or Naal with Sivaji Ganesan. 

			MEGHE DHAKA TARA / THE CLOUD-CAPPED STAR (1960)

			Director: Ritwik Ghatak

			Story/Screenplay: Ritwik Ghatak, Shaktipada Rajguru

			Producer: Chitrakalpa 

			Cinematography: Dinen Gupta 

			Editing: Ramesh Joshi 

			Music: Jyotirindra Moitra

			Cast: Supriya Choudhury, Anil Chatterjee, Niranjan Ray, Gita Ghatak, Bijon Bhattacharya, Gita Dey, Dwiju Bhawal, Gyanesh Mukherjee

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 126 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD 

			Meghe Dhaka Tara (The Cloud-Capped Star) is one of Bengali filmmaker Riwtik Ghatak’s masterpieces addressing the issue of Partition through an exploration of life in a refugee camp on the outskirts of Kolkata, specifically through the concerns of an impoverished Hindu bhadralok family and their problems caused by the Partition. This film is the first of Ghatak’s Partition trilogy.

			Meghe Dhaka Tara is based on Shaktipada Rajguru’s novel Chena mukh (The Familiar Face) and is, according to Rajadhyaksha, “Ghatak’s most crucial film.”14 It is primarily the story of a struggling refugee girl, Neeta, who happens to be the tragic “hero” of the film. The position of male characters in a narrative dominated by a nonmale hero becomes ambivalent. Bagchi writes, “Supriya Choudhuri as Nita in Ritwik’s masterpiece Meghey Dhaka Tara has clinched, for millions of viewers all over the world, both a mythical presence and the realistic portrayal of a struggling girl from a refugee family in post–Independence Bengal.”15

			The film is perhaps the most widely viewed film among Ghatak’s works; it was his greatest commercial success at home and coincided with an international film movement toward personal stories and innovative techniques also called the New Wave cinema. After Ghatak’s death, his work (and this film in particular) began to attract a more sizable global audience, via film festivals and the subsequent release of DVDs both in India and in Europe.16 The concluding sentence of the film, “Dada, ami baachte chai” (“Brother, I want to survive”), remains a poignant line, capturing the trials and tribulations of the newly arrived migrants to West Bengal from erstwhile east Pakistan, which finds its relevance in today’s time. The film is strongly melodramatic in tone, especially concerning the sufferings heaped on the protagonist. As in many of his other films, Ghatak also uses surrealistic sound effects, such as the sounds of a lashing as the heroine suffers yet another tragic twist of fate. Banerjee reads these films as a complication of masculinity and traditional gender role in a changing post-Partition subcontinent.17 

			The film begins by introducing us to Neeta (Choudhury), a beautiful young woman who is a refugee from East Pakistan following the horrific partition and now lives in the suburbs of Kokata with her family. Neeta is presented as a self-sacrificing good woman who is taken advantage of by many people around her, including her own family who put their own interests above hers. For example, her brother (Chatterjee) is an aspiring singer and leaves her to deal with the burden of their family. Neeta goes through several traumatic episodes—from losing her fiancé, to becoming unemployed, and, finally, contracting tuberculosis. There are very few people who care about her. Her last words before throwing herself in her brother’s arms—“Brother, I want to survive”—mark one of the most poignant scenes in Indian cinema.

			Carrigy has written at length about the film’s soundtrack, which reaches an incredible saturation point. She notes: “A passing train cuts deafeningly across the horizon of a number of scenes in which Neeta sits talking with Sanat by the riverbank. Unreasonably loud, given its position in the very background of the image, the sound is so overpowering as to drown out their conversations, sabotaging the audience’s ability to hear anything. Cutting across the horizon, the train also evokes the division of Neeta and Shankar’s homeland.”18

			Despite being such an accomplished filmmaker, Ghatak was little known outside India and was very unfairly pitted against another great Bengali filmmaker, Satyajit Ray, somewhat unreasonably given the vast differences in their filmmaking styles and aesthetics. Even though the film did not win any major awards, it is a key film in Indian film historiography and has been screened even in recent years at several film festivals around the world. 

			MERA NAAM JOKER / MY NAME IS JOKER (1970)

			Director: Raj Kapoor

			Story/Screenplay: K. A. Abbas

			Producer: Raj Kapoor 

			Cinematography: Radhu Karmakar 

			Editing: Raj Kapoor 

			Music: Shankar, Jaikishen.

			Cast: Raj Kapoor, Simi Garewal, Manoj Kumar, Rishi Kapoor, Dharmendra, Dara Singh, Padmini, Kseniya Ryabinkina

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 224 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Mera Naam Joker (My Name Is Joker) is one of Raj Kapoor’s best-known films. It was the debut vehicle for his son Rishi Kapoor. At the heart of the film is the story of a clown who must make people laugh even at the cost of his own sorrows. The film took almost six years to complete and was a critical and commercial failure. However, over the years the film has become a cult classic.

			The film tells the story of Raju and his journey from childhood to his last performance. In the first section of the film, we see a young Raju (Rishi Kapoor) who is in love with his teacher Mary (played by Garewal), but this leads to his first heartbreak. He sadly attends her wedding, but throughout it, he manages to keep smiling and laughing. In the second section, we see an adult Raju (Raj Kapoor) who is working in the Gemini Circus as a clown. Here he has his second heartbreak. He falls in love with a Russian performer, Marina (Ryabinkina), but she too leaves him when the circus closes. On top of this, he loses his mother who dies during his performance. In the final chapter, we see that Raju has left the circus and is leading a chaotic life. This time he meets Meenu (Padmini), an ambitious girl who wants to be an actress. They become close and start a small circus before branching into a successful theater business, but this, too, leads to another heartbreak when Meenu leaves him after being offered a role in a film. Raju realizes that he has been used by Meenu on her path to success. The film ends with Raju’s final performance where he invites Mary, Marina, and Meenu.

			The experimental nature of the narrative and the length (255 minutes) led to mostly negative reviews from the critics of its time and was a box office debacle. The songs of the film, however, were quite popular upon its release and led to a Filmfare Award for Best Music Direction for Shankar and Jaikishen. Manna Dey also received the Filmfare Award for Best Singer (Male) for his popular song “Ae Bhai Zara dekh ke chalo” (“Oh Brother Look Where You Are Walking”).

			The film is also a good example of a successful India–Soviet Union coproduction. Several of Raj Kapoor’s films were very popular with Soviet audiences, and this film—which was made with the participation of Soviet actors and partly shot at locations in Moscow—had a good audience there on its release.19 Indian movies were widely shown in Soviet Russia, which had closed itself to Western movies and regulated what its people could see.20 India was seen as an ally and a fellow socialist country. Bollywood movies like Mera Naam Joker and other Raj Kapoor movies fit the narrative they wanted to show. Also Kapoor lost no opportunity to promote those movies. In the total absence of Hollywood flicks, and other Western movies, the landscape was empty, and Kapoor films flourished. Shahid, Bokil, and Kumar note that the film’s poster and the typography used was also unique of its time as it conveyed “a sense of comical and jovial mood.”21 The film was also hailed for its very progressive representation of Anglo-Indians.22 

			Kapoor also received the Filmfare Award for Best Director despite the film’s disastrous record in Indian theaters. Its cult status in later years led to several retrospectives on Kapoor where this film has been prominently featured. The character of Raju itself is a continuation of Kapoor’s version of the Indian tramp that he examined in several films, for example, Awaara in 1951. Such was the popularity of this character that, in 2012, King’s College London did a retrospective of the auteur with a lecture and four-day seminar course titled “Super Tramp—Hindustani Style.” 

			MIRZA: THE UNTOLD STORY (2012)

			Director: Baljit Singh Deo 

			Story/Screenplay: Baljit Singh Deo

			Producers: Inda Raikoti, Aman Khatkar 

			Cinematography: Toby Gorman 

			Editing: Sun Gill 

			Music: Honey Singh, Jatinder Shah

			Cast: Gippy Grewal, Mandy Takhar, Rahul Dev

			Language: Punjabi

			Specs: 167 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Kumar Films)

			Mirza: The Untold Story is a 2012 Punjabi action romance film that broke box office records on its release. The film is based on the Punjabi folk story “Mirza and Sahiba” and has been made into films at least four times, most recently, in 2016 as the Bollywood film Mirzya by Rakeysh Omprakash Mehra. “Mirza and Sahiba” is one of the most famous stories in Punjabi literature; its origin goes back hundreds of years, having been told and retold for generations. The traditional story is one of forbidden love, revenge, and tragedy. Baljit Singh Deo’s version of the story is a faithful adaptation of the tale.

			The story begins with Mirza (Grewal) and Sahiba (Takhar) who fall in love with each other at a very young age. The plot continues many years later when Mirza and Sahiba return to the same hometown where they once grew up together. Jeet (Dev), Sahiba’s oldest brother, is a major gang leader in the city; nonetheless, he still maintains his family’s honor. Mirza decides to penetrate Jeet’s gang. The story then moves to look at the romance between Mirza and Sahiba when they meet again. This leaves Mirza in a tumultuous mental position as he is both in love with Sahiba and holds a deep hatred for her brothers. 

			Sahiba is worried that this rivalry between her lover and brother will lead to a fatal conclusion. Sahiba is also mostly unaware of the gang connections of her family. Jeet allows Mirza to join his gang, unaware of his feelings for Sahiba. Jeet wants Sahiba to marry another gang member, Deesha. Mirza, realizing this, runs away with Sahiba, and they hide in a farm. Sahiba is worried that this rivalry will get her brother killed and so takes out all the bullets from Mirza’s gun. On cue, Sahiba’s brother comes to fight Mirza and get Sahiba back. When Mirza tries to shoot him, he realizes that he has no bullets. It ends in tragedy when Jeet shoots and kills him while taking Sahiba away.         
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					Gippy Grewal in Mirza: The Untold Story (2012).

					Source: AMRO Enterprise / Photofest © AMRO Enterprise.

				

			

			The film was shot in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, where the filmmaker is based; it was one of the most expensive Punjabi films ever made until 2012. 

			Parmar comments that apart from the recent films located in the diaspora and a few exceptions, Punjabi films have been set predominantly in villages to show the wealthy and the landed, the ordinary people with limited income, and poor farmers, most of whom belong to upper castes. Mirza, however, offers something different.23 Despite being set in the diaspora, its concerns are very “localized” in critiquing Punjabi-ness. At the same time, it is also different from other films like Gurinder Chaddha’s Bend It Like Beckham (2002), which, despite its main characters being Punjabi Sikhs, offers a much bigger picture of the South Asian diaspora in the United Kingdom rather than just a specific Punjabi community. Singh has commented that films such as Mirza are important in the interrogation and celebration of the Punjabi identity. He says: “The shared Punjabi identity has received a massive boost from the popular appeal of Punjabi language and culture in cinema and film music.”24

			Mirza is an entertaining film with all the aesthetics of a typical Bollywood blockbuster—melodrama, tragedy, comedy, and songs. The film received eight awards in the 2013 PTC Punjabi Film Awards, including Best Actor, Best Debut Male, and Best Playback Singer. The songs of the film were also very popular. The film had the highest opening day collections for a Punjabi film at the time of release and was an overall box office success. 

			MONSOON WEDDING (2001)

			Director: Mira Nair

			Story/Screenplay: Sabrina Dhawan

			Producers: Caroline Baron, Mira Nair 

			Cinematography: Declan Quinn 

			Editing: Allyson Johnson 

			Music: Mychael Danna

			Cast: Naseeruddin Shah, Lillete Dubey, Shefali Shah, Vasundhara Das, Tillotoma Shome, Parvin Dabas, Vijay Raaz, Soni Razdan, Kamini Khanna, Randeep Hooda

			Language: English

			Specs: 114 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Criterion)

			Monsoon Wedding is a 2001 film directed by Mira Nair about a traditional Punjabi Hindu wedding in Delhi that magnifies the entangled relationships within a joint family. It premiered at the Cannes Film Festival in 2001. The film is centrally concerned with the wedding of Lalit Verma’s (Naseeruddin Shah) daughter Aditi (Das) who is about to marry Hemant (Dabas), the son of a family friend who lives in Texas. Aditi is actually in love with her married boss, Vikram (Arya), but he is reluctant to commit to her. The film has several other subplots interrogating the tensions and emotions of the extended family and staff who have traveled from around the world to attend this wedding.

			We later find out that Ria (Shefali Shah), Aditi’s cousin, was molested by Lalit Verma’s wealthy brother-in-law, Tej (Kapoor), when she was a child, and she suspects he is trying to do the same to another younger cousin. Despite Tej’s offer to pay for Ria’s wedding, she is uncomfortable with it and, finally, in a dramatic scene tells everyone of Tej’s abuse. Some of the other subplots deal with the growing romance between some of the relatives who come to attend the wedding, and the film very skillfully blends together instances of family reunion scenes with sexually intimate ones.        
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					Parvin Dabas in Monsoon Wedding (2001).

					Source: IFC Films / Photofest © IFC Films.

				

			

			Sharpe reads the film as a critique of the tensions between a modern liberal India and the traditional past. She notes that Monsoon Wedding presents the contradictions of everyday life that an opening of India to globalization has introduced. The film destroys any lingering image of a nation mired in some premodern space as a traditional land with ancient customs and beliefs. Rather, it reveals a postmodern world in which cell phones and e-mail coexist with age-old rituals and occupations.25

			Other instances of this tension surface in Lalit’s agony that his effeminate son, who likes watching cookery shows and dancing, might be gay. Gopinath, however, argues that the film sacrifices all forms of queerness in order for a modern heterosexual liberal feminist subject to emerge and thus questions the film’s other radical potential.26 Unlike so many other wedding films in India, such as Hum Saath Saath Hai (We Are Together, 1999), this one does not necessarily present the family as a uncomplicated support unit; rather, the film adds a layer of realism by exposing the violence and conformity that families also exert on individuals. The issue of family pride is also very well examined by Nair as we see Lalit’s difficulties in preparing for such an expensive wedding while also needing to keep up appearances within his social circles. 

			In terms of the film’s aesthetics, Desai argues that the film is at once diasporic and Bollywood, which locates itself in India but is primarily consumed by audiences from the global north. This could be read as the film translating Bollywood aesthetics of the song and dance to a more compact form for global consumption.27 In fact, Gopal and Moorti note that the film is a homage to the all singing, all dancing Bollywood flick. The climactic finish in the film where the wedding party gets drenched in the Delhi monsoon while dancing to Punjabi songs is a nod in the direction of the Bollywood influence.28

			The film used a lot of traditional folk songs, Indian film classics such as Mohammad Rafi’s “Aaj Mausam Bada Beiman hai” (“Today the Weather Is Playing Tricks on Me”), popular Bollywood numbers such as “Chunari Chunari” (“Scarf”), and Punjabi numbers such as Bally Sagoo’s “Aaja Nachle” (“Let’s Dance”). It also featured ghazals and qawalis (urdu poetry) performed by Farida Khanum and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan.

			The film won several awards at all major international film festivals, including the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival (the second Indian to win the award since Satyajit Ray) and the British Independent Film Award. It was also nominated for a BAFTA and a Golden Globe Award.

			MOTHER INDIA (1957)

			Director: Mehboob Khan

			Story/Screenplay: Mehboob Khan, Wajahat Mirza, S. Ali Raza

			Producer: Mehboob Khan 

			Cinematography: Fardoon Irani 

			Editing: Shamsudin Kadri 

			Music: Naushad

			Cast: Nargis, Sunil Dutt, Rajendra Kumar, Raaj Kumar

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 172 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Mother India is a quintessential Indian film made in the late 1950s in the backdrop of a rapidly changing postindependence India. It is characterized by a remarkable optimism for the future. The powerful story line and spectacular visuals were taken in the style of Soviet realism.

			The film starts with the construction of a canal in a village, and Radha (Nargis), who is considered to be the mother of the village, is asked to inaugurate it. The rest of the narrative is based on Radha’s memories. We find out the trials and tribulations of Radha’s early life where she and her husband Shamu (Raaj Kumar) are under huge debt to the moneylender Sukhilala and have to pay him almost three quarters of their crop as interest. Shamu becomes an invalid due to an accident and walks away to kill himself, and Radha has to support the rest of the family alone. Tragedy strikes again when her mother-in-law and third son die, followed by a severe storm that destroys her crops and, in the process, kills her infant fourth son. Sukhilala offers to “help” Radha in exchange for sex, which she refuses. After the storm, Radha convinces the fleeing villagers to stay on and help in rebuilding efforts. Several years later, we find that Radha’s two remaining sons, Birju (Dutt) and Ramu (Rajendra Kumar), are grown up; Birju is embittered and frustrated with his life. He takes out his frustrations on the village girls and ends up stealing from Sukhilala. Things come to a head when he invades Sukhilala’s daughter Rupa’s wedding to exact revenge, but as he tries to escape with Rupa, Radha shoots him and he dies in her arms. At this climactic moment, the film returns to the present where Radha opens the gates of the canal and water flows into the fields.          
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					Nargis in Mother India (1957).

					Source: Digital Entertainment, Inc. / Photofest © Digital Entertainment, Inc.

				

			

			In 100 Bollywood Films, Rachel Dwyer argues that the film presents a deep ambivalence between the traditional village and the modern utopian India of dams and canals (which never gets resolved).29 In fact, the first prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, referred to dams as the temples of modern India. The Soviet Union was an inspiration for Nehru’s India of this period, and the visualizations from the film carry this resonance. Several sequences show Radha and Shamu working in the field with their chests forward and their faces cheerfully looking upward. Raghavendra argues that the political discourse in Mother India carries echoes of Soviet cinema of the 1930s and 1940s, although the film is disinclined to anchor itself historically.30 The film itself was a remake of Khan’s earlier film Aurat (Woman, 1940).

			Rosie Thomas’s influential article “Mythologisation of Mother India” argues that the film can be most usefully seen as an arena within which several discourses around female chastity, modern nationalism, and moralism intersect. Such was the emotional potency of the film that its image and message were used successfully in Sunil Dutt’s political campaign for the Parliament in 1985.31 The name of the film was chosen to counter Katherine Mayo’s polemical vilification of Indian culture in her book Mother India. Radha and Birju’s relationship has also been described by several critics and scholars as having Oedipal elements. Virdi has argued that, in her chastity, Radha channels her sexual desires into maternal love for her sons who effectively become substitute erotic subjects.32 In Filming the Gods, Dwyer has a similar view and describes how “suspiciously smoothly” the Oedipal elements fit into the film and the off-screen romance between Nargis and Dutt, playing mother and son in the movie.33

			The film was India’s first submission to the Academy Awards for Best Foreign Language Film and still remains one of the only three movies ever nominated. The film garnered commercial and critical success winning the Best Film Award from both the National Awards and the Filmfare Awards. Nargis also earned best actress accolades at both the Filmfare Awards and the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival. The movie was one of the most expensive of its time, but it also earned some of the highest revenues; the film still ranks among the all-time Indian box office hits.

			MOUNA RAGAM / SILENT SYMPHONY (1986)

			Director: Mani Ratnam

			Story/Screenplay: Mani Ratnam

			Producer: G. Venkateswaran 

			Cinematography: P. C. Sreeram 

			Editing: B. Lenin, V. T. Vijayan 

			Music: Illaiyaraaja

			Cast: Mohan, Revathy

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 146 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Mouna Ragam (Silent Symphony) is a romantic drama directed by Mani Ratnam. It was a critical and commercial success and a major breakthrough for Ratnam’s career.

			The film narrates the story of Divya (Revathy) who is a college student living with a strict father. Divya’s parents want her to marry Chandra Kumar (Mohan), but she does not want to. She tries to do everything wrong so that he would reject her, but this does not happen. However, when her father has a heart attack and wants to see her married before his death, she reluctantly marries Chandra. He tries his best to make Divya love him. They go to Delhi after their marriage where Chandra wants to give her a gift. She says the best gift from him would be a divorce. Divya confesses that she was in love with a man named Manohar from college who was involved in a revolutionary far-left group that was agitating to bring about political change. But due to a misunderstanding, she had gotten him arrested only to later bail him out. On the day that Manohar and Divya had planned to get married at a registrar’s office, we find out that he was framed and arrested again; as he tried to escape the police to come and marry Divya, he was shot and killed. This tragedy has left her unable to love another man.

			Chandra is ready to accept her even after this, but she cannot. A lawyer informs them that they must cohabit for at least one year before a divorce can be finalized. Chandra is also facing his own professional issues. We learn he gets attacked by some laborers from his company, and it is Divya who rushes to tend him and take him to a hospital where he is saved. During the time that she is caring for him, Divya realizes that she has now fallen in love with him. Finally, in a melodramatic climax when Chandra gives Divya the divorce papers at the station on her way to her parents’ house, Divya breaks down, telling Chandra that she loves him; the couple then reconciles.

			The film brings up several important themes, including the issues faced by young married couples, but it also questions the agency of women. Divya, for all intents and purposes, had been pushed into this marriage against her will. At the same time, she changes and starts looking after Chandra in the hospital, displaying her traditional side. Female leads in most Mani Ratnam films are strong, displaying powerful individual agency, and this film is no different. Velayutham’s collection argues that South India is one of the largest producers of films in India surpassing Bollywood and Bengali cinema and has yet received little critical attention.34 Krishnakumar, in writing about Mani Ratnam’s contribution to Tamil cinema (and Indian cinema more generally), comments: 

			Since his first hit film, Mouna Ragam (1986), Mani Ratnam has subverted two main aspects of Tamil filmic storytelling—the demonization of the urban and alienation of the non-Tamil. By placing his characters across the country and giving them an urban identity, Mani Ratnam normalised the urban Tamil while also smoothly driving the movement towards the Tamil nation’s filmic reconciliation with the Indian nation, which was until then problematic, owing to the troubled history of the Tamil nation’s relationship with the Indian nation.35

			There has also been much written about the film’s music and its hybrid influences. According to Martin Clayton, Trevor Herbert, and Richard Middleton’s 2003 book, The Cultural Study of Music: A Critical Introduction, the song “Oho Megam Vandhadho” (“The Clouds Have Come”) resembled Broadway and MTV styles of singing and dancing, and the main songs combine American music with Indian vocals by S. Janaki.36

			The movie became a box office success and a major breakthrough in Ratnam’s career. The critically acclaimed film received the National Film Award for Best Feature Film in Tamil, and Ratnam received the Filmfare Award for Best Tamil Director. Mouna Ragam was later dubbed in Telugu with the same title; it then was remade in Hindi in 1992.

			MR. AND MRS. ’55 (1955)

			Director: Guru Dutt

			Story/Screenplay: Abrar Alvi

			Producer: Guru Dutt 

			Cinematography: V. K. Murthy 

			Editing: Y. G. Chawan 

			Music: O. P. Nayyar

			Cast: Guru Dutt, Madhubala, Lalita Pawar, Johnny Walker

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 157 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Mr. and Mrs. ’55 is a romantic comedy made by Guru Dutt set in Bombay, which takes a critical look at Indian feminism of the mid-twentieth century. 

			Preetam (Dutt) is a struggling cartoonist who meets Anita (Madhubala) at a tennis match. Anita lives with her aunt, Sita Devi (Pawar) who is a strong feminist and doesn’t want her niece to get trapped by men who are after her wealth. Sita is very suspicious of men like Preetam and warns Anita not to get too close to men. However, Anita’s father has made alternative arrangements, and one of the conditions of his will is that Anita must marry within a month of turning twenty-one if she wants to inherit his wealth. Sita Devi is angry about this and, instead, tries to arrange a sham marriage so that this can easily lead to a divorce, all while making sure Anita continues to have her freedom and the wealth left behind by her father. Sita thus hires Preetam to marry Anita, but after the marriage, Sita does not allow them to cohabit. Preetam decides to kidnap Anita and hides her in his brother’s house. There Anita becomes friendly with Preetam’s sister-in-law and sees the “virtues” of being a traditional housewife. Preetam, on the other hand, thinks his actions have cost him Anita’s love and expedites the process for their divorce. Preetam then leaves Mumbai, heartbroken. Anita realizes her love and rushes to the airport where, in a dramatic sequence, they reunite.

			Guru Dutt’s association with Abrar Alvi produced some of the best films of his career—Pyaasa (Thirsty, 1957), Kaagaz Ke Phool (Paper Flowers, 1959), and Sahib Biwi Ghulam (Master, Wife and the Serf, 1962) among them. Prior to this, Dutt’s films consisted of urban crime dramas. It can be argued that the romantic world of Guru Dutt with its tragic inclination was well structured through the perceptive and progressive outlook of Alvi. Wani describes the film as an ill-made critique of feminism that tried to be a satire on marriage of convenience but, instead, demonized freedom and agency of the modern Indian woman.37 The film was released the same year that the Hindu bill was passed legalizing divorce proceedings among adults. The film echoed some of the concerns about the place of women in (what was then) modern society and how giving agency to women would destroy the institution of marriage and Hindu traditions. Rochana Majumdar describes the two posters of the film: one where Preetam is tying the shoe laces of Anita who is dressed in Westernized clothing, and the other where she is dressed in Indian attire and touching Preetam’s feet in reverence. This poster starkly captured the tension of the female agency and traditional patriarchy.38 Sita Devi’s character is a hyper and excessive caricature of misandry who is so obsessed with her hatred for men that she is willing to forgo her niece’s happiness by arranging this sham marriage to a poor cartoonist—if only to break them up later so she can get her inheritance. 

			Virdi argues that the casting of “the traditional Indian woman” during the postindependence period was very symbolic of a wishful desire to unite the nation around the figure of the woman and to repress debates on identity and community searing the subcontinent at the tumultuous moment of India’s independence.39

			The songs of the film were very popular, particularly “Jane kaha mera jigar gaya ji” (“Oh Where Did My Heart Vanish”) performed by Geeta Dutt and Muhammad Rafi and presented on Johnny Walker and Yasmin. The song depictions were very good, which were further enhanced by fine use of outdoor locations—Bombay teashops, bus stops, and a swimming pool. The film was mostly well received.

			MUGHAL-E-AZAM / EMPEROR OF THE MUGHALS (1960)

			Director: K. Asif

			Story/Screenplay: Aman, Kamal Amrohi, K. Asif, Wajahat Mirza, Ehsan Rizvi

			Producer: Shapoorji Pallonji 

			Cinematography: R. D. Mathur 

			Editing: Dharamvir 

			Music: Naushad

			Cast: Prithviraj Kapoor, Dilip Kumar, Madhubala, Durga Khote, Nigar Sultana

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 184 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Mughal-E-Azam (Emperor of the Mughals) is an epic historical drama directed by K. Asif and one of the costliest films produced in India to date. It was also one of the highest-grossing films of all time, a position it maintained for almost fifteen years. 

			The film begins with Emperor Akbar (Kapoor), undertaking a pilgrimage to a shrine to pray that his wife Jodhabai (Khote) can have a son, which was successful—he is later brought news that she has had a son. However, the son, Prince Salim, does not have the same discipline as his father; he is sent off to train as a soldier so that he can give up his spoiled ways. After fourteen years, he returns as an adult (Kumar) to take on his princely duties but ends up falling in love with the court dancer, Anarkali (Madhubala). The relationship is discovered by the jealous Bahar (Sultana), who harbors ambitions of marrying Salim and becoming queen. Bahar lets the king know about this love affair, and Salim requests his father’s permission to get married. The king refuses, and Anarkali is imprisoned. Anarkali, too, remains steadfast in her love and devotion for Salim and does not reject him. Salim, meanwhile, decides to put together an army and fight Akbar to rescue Anarkali. He loses the war and is sentenced to death by Akbar who agrees to revoke this punishment if Anarkali, who is hiding, gives herself up for him. Anarkali gives herself up and is condemned to die by being entombed alive. She, however, wants to spend her last hours with Salim. When Anarkali is being walled, Akbar realizes he had made a promise to her mother when she brought news of Salim’s birth. The emperor has a change of heart, but although he wants to release Anarkali he cannot, because of his duty to his country. He therefore arranges for her secret escape into exile with her mother but demands that the pair are to live in obscurity, and that Salim is never to know that Anarkali is still alive.

			According to Dwyer, the film highlights religious tolerance between Hindus and Muslims. Examples include the scenes of Hindu Queen Jodahabai’s presence in the court of the Muslim Akbar, the singing of a Hindu devotional song by Anarkali, and Akbar’s participation in the Janmashtami celebrations, during which Akbar is shown pulling a string that rocks a swing bearing an idol of Krishna.40 Stephen Teo argues that Mughal-E-Azam is a “national allegory,” a stylistic way of appropriating history and heritage to emphasize the national identity. He further notes that the arrogance of Bahar represents the power of the state and that Anarkali’s emotion, which is highly personal, represents the private individual and that the theme of romantic love defeating social class difference and power hierarchy, as well as the grandeur of the filming, contribute to the film’s attractiveness.41

			The film took almost fifteen years to make since Asif first read a play on Akbar’s reign in 1944. Principal photography began in 1950 during which time there were changes in producer and cast. The film songs were extremely popular, with the song “Pyaar Kiya to Darna Kya” (“Why Be Afraid When You Have Loved”) becoming an anthem of sorts for romance and its trials and tribulations. The song, performed by Lata Mangeshkar and focused on Madhubala, is one of the costliest song sequences ever produced in India.42 The defiance of the song has found contemporary resonances in the queer movement in India where it is used as a camp anthem offering a challenge to power and hegemony.43

			The film won several National Film Awards and Filmfare Awards, including for best film, best actor, best actress, and best director. The film was also a commercial success and remains one of the highest-grossing Indian films even today. The film has been digitally colored and was rereleased in 2004. The original tickets and paraphernalia have now become collectors’ items. The film ranks among one of the best Indian films in most global lists and has spawned several documentaries and books.

			MUNDE U.K. DE / THE BOYS FROM U.K. (2009)

			Director: Manmohan Singh

			Story/Screenplay: Manmohan Singh

			Producers: Kamal Mukut, Manmohan Singh 

			Cinematography: Manmohan Singh 

			Editing: Bunty Nagi 

			Music: Babloo Kumar, Sukhshinder Shinda

			Cast: Jimmy Shergill, Amrinder Gill, Neeru Bajwa, Gurpreet Ghuggi, Rana Ranbir, Akshita Vasudev

			Language: Punjabi

			Specs: 149 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Madhu Entertainment)

			Munde U.K. De (The Boys from U.K.) is a romantic comedy set in Punjab exploring the pull of the homeland felt by the children of immigrants. 

			This entertaining film tells the story of two friends, Roop Singh (Shergill) and his pal DJ (Ghuggi), who go see Roop’s grandfather, Gurdit Singh (Arun Bali). From him, they learn a bit more about their homeland of Punjab, which they have left behind. Roop meets Reet (Bajwa), a classmate of his cousin. Around the same time, DJ falls in love with Kulwant (Vasudev), an intelligent girl who is also a classmate of Reet. Roop wants his aunt to set up an arranged marriage with Reet, but Reet is against what she considers a provincial, backward practice. Angry, Reet’s father sets her marriage up with Jagjyot. Reet realizes that she is in love with Roop, and Jagjyot decides to help the lovers by saying he is not ready to get married yet, leaving Reet unmarriageable by community standards for having been “ditched.” Reet’s brother and father then get together to try and find a way of bringing Reet and Roop together in matrimony. Finally, after a series of twists and turns with a melodramatic series of revelations about DJ’s past and heartbreak with Kulwant, the two lovers Roop and Reet finally wed. 

			The film can be read as a good example of the culture clash between the homeland and the diaspora. Roop and DJ’s experience in small-town Punjab with its provincial attitudes does not get challenged very much in the film. While Reet is shown as the modern woman from the homeland who is unwilling to go through with an arranged marriage, Roop is shown to succumb to this setup if only so that he can marry Reet. While the filmmaker could have explored this tension a bit more, the film remains quite lighthearted. 

			Writing about diasporic Punjabi films, Parmar contends that when these are set in the homeland rarely do they critique the wealth and caste system so prevalent there. Thus, Roop’s grandfather, with his palatial home and team of staff, is shown as the face of the Punjabi village where the vulnerable and oppressed section of the Indian village is completely absent.44 

			The film was a critical failure, with most reviews being modest to downright negative. In his review of the movie, Lovece said it was an 

			unexceptional romantic comedy that won’t turn any U.S. cineastes into Punjwood aficionados and lacks the production values and star power Indian-American audiences have come to expect. . . . The movie has modest charms . . . but they’re often drowned out by a bombastically melodramatic score, and lots of sitting-around-talking scenes with go-nowhere dialogue.45

			However, the negative reviews did not stop Munde U.K. De from receiving a good release. After its release in India, it had theatrical releases in 2009 with thirty-six prints in the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada. Australia is a nontraditional center for Punjabi films, but even then it went on to take a bumper opening there. In the United Kingdom, the film was released in seven cinemas with ten prints and unbelievably registered full houses. In Canada, Munde U.K. De was released with twelve prints in eleven cinemas and saw a great crowd turnout. The response to the film was very strong and made more than five times the total budget of the film in the first month alone. A sequel, Aa Gaye Munde U.K. De (Here Come the Boys from U.K.), was released in 2014 with the same cast and veteran actors such as Om Puri joining in. This film did modestly well and was nominated for several PTC Punjabi Film Awards.

			MY BROTHER . . . NIKHIL (2005)

			Director: Onir

			Story/Screenplay: Onir

			Producers: Sanjay Suri, Four Feather Films 

			Cinematography: Arvind Kannabiran 

			Editing: Onir 

			Music: Viveck Philip

			Cast: Sanjay Suri, Juhi Chawla, Purab Kohli, Victor Banerjee, Lillete Dubey, Dipannita Sharma, Shayan Munshi, Peeya Rai Chowdhury 

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 120 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Elite Films)

			Onir’s directorial debut, My Brother . . . Nikhil, was the first film to feature a gay man with HIV/AIDS dealt with in a very sensitive manner. The film is loosely based on Dominic D’Souza, Goa’s “patient zero.” Although not Bollywood’s first gay film, or even the first HIV/AIDS film, it was nevertheless groundbreaking for its sensitive portrayal of Nikhil and the problems of stigma and support when knowledge about HIV/AIDS in India was very low.        
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					Sanjay Suri and Purab Kohli in My Brother . . . Nikhil (2005).

					Source: Yash Raj Films / Photofest © Yash Raj Films.

				

			

			This film is set in Goa between 1986 and 1994. Nikhil Kapoor (Suri) is a state swimming champion and is well liked by his peers, family, and lover. His father, Navin Kapoor (Banerjee), is very proud of his son and has been coaching him from a young age to become a sportsman and fulfill his own ambition that Navin could never achieve. His elder sister Anamika (Chawla) is a teacher and also becomes Nikhil’s confidante and strongest ally. Also living with them is his mother, Anita Rosario Kapoor (Dubey), who adores her son. However, this happy life is cut short when we find out that Nikhil has been diagnosed with HIV, which leads to him losing his job, losing his place on the swimming team, and, finally, being ostracized and thrown out by his family. During this time, it was legal under the Goa Public Health Act to arrest and isolate HIV patients, which they do to Nikhil. His friends and parents leave him, with only his sister and boyfriend Nigel (Kohli) standing by him. Despite threats and violence, Anamika and Nigel are able to get Nikhil released with a good lawyer. Once out, though, his trials continue as he is unable to find a job. He decides to become a music teacher while Anamika and Nigel start an AIDS assistance program called People Positive. During the later phase, Nikhil develops full-blown AIDS and is about to die when he finally reconciles with his parents. 

			The film is radical in many ways. Unlike most of the HIV/AIDS propaganda during this time relating the virus to lifestyle and being gay, this film breaks that cycle.46 According to Sundaram, while Nikhil’s homosexuality is addressed overtly in the film, the film does not link it to his HIV positive status; rather, “the film’s narrative here attempts to effect a complete break from causation and the ‘discovery’ of HIV status, thus making clear the critical project of the film, which is to disassociate sexuality and lifestyle from the illness.”47 Other scholars, such as Meghani, delve deeper into how HIV is framed through the narrative of untouchability and questions if this reference to the grammar of caste is at all useful in the conceptualization of HIV/AIDS stigma in India. Meghani does commend the film for its progressive narrative, noting: “The film’s portrayal of a committed same-sex relationship did not draw great protest . . . perhaps because it was the first to represent modern gay Indian subjectivity sensitively and without staging queer intimacy and the process of coming out as the object of sensational drama.”48

			Meghani and Sundaram’s analyses differ from Ferrao’s; he instead finds it problematic that gayness and HIV have been brought together in yet another film: “Although the film does well to identify prejudice and the need to address it, HIV-related discrimination becomes the driving force for instituting a gay identity that separates itself from ethnicity while conjoining with more global iterations of gay rights that are largely male and middle-class focused.”49 This is a view that can be rejected in light of the specific nuances that the director explores in this film and the overwhelming responses to the contrary of Ferrao’s argument. 

			The songs in the film, particularly “Le Chale” (“Take Away”), were very popular. Juhi Chawla received the Zee Best Actress Critics Award for her fiery performance of Anamika. The film did moderately well and made Onir a household name.

			MYNAA (2010)

			Director: Prabhu Solomon

			Story/Screenplay: Prabhu Solomon

			Producer: John Max 

			Cinematography: M. Sukumar 

			Editing: L. V. K. Doss 

			Music: Iman

			Cast: Vidharth, Amala Paul, Thambi Ramayya

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 144 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Mynaa is a romantic tragedy film made by Prabhu Solomon in 2010. It was a major success in Tamil Nadu upon its release and received several awards for performance and production.

			The film opens with Suruli (Vidharth) who is reminiscing about his love for Mynaa (Paul) with whom he has been in love since their childhood. From a young age, Suruli has been in love with Mynaa who has been having a hard time. Suruli has been helping Mynaa and her mother through these difficult times financially as well as emotionally. While Mynaa’s mother was at first approving of this relationship, she later decides her daughter has a better future outside and decides to get her married to a man living in Dubai. Suruli is angry at this betrayal and tries to kill Mynaa’s mother and is imprisoned for the attempt. During a Diwali festival function in the jail, Suruli escapes, worrying the jail staff because if they cannot produce him for court after Diwali they will all be dismissed. The head constable and DSP (deputy superintendent of police), Bhaskar (Sethu), goes to Suruli’s village to try to recapture him. Suruli reaches Mynaa’s village just as she is about to get married. Her mother locks herself with Mynaa inside the house and asks Suruli to leave, threatening to burn her own daughter to death if he continues to create a nuisance. Suruli stands outside waiting for Mynaa’s groom from Dubai to come. Mynaa realizes her love for Suruli and decides not to marry after all. This enrages her mother who then tries to kill them both, but the situation is averted by the arrival of the police who arrest Suruli; they take him to jail, accompanied by Mynaa.

			In a bizarre twist, we find out that Bhaskar’s wife thinks Mynaa is having an illegitimate relationship with him and has her killed and dumped on the railway tracks. When Suruli finds out that Mynaa is dead, he decides that life is not worth living for him either, so he jumps in front of a train and kills himself, too. In a final twist, we find out Bhaskar also ends up killing his wife for her getting Mynaa killed and is sentenced to prison in the very same cell where Suruli was kept.          
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					Vidharth and Amala Paul in Mynaa (2010).

					Source: AGS Entertainment / Photofest © AGS Entertainment.

				

			

			The songs in the film were very popular, including one inspired from the melody of “Can I Have This Dance?” from High School Musical 3. The film is high on melodrama—a strength rather than weakness considering the target audience for the film. Dissanayake, writing about melodrama in Indian films, notes that melodrama gives prominence to the experiences, emotions, and activities of women and brings to the fore various facets of women’s experience, providing a forum for the expression of repressed feminine voices.50 Mynaa might be a serious story, but humor and melodrama are an important component of what makes it work, interspersed within volatile situations. The dialogue and cinematography in the forest scenes are also outstanding for their depth.

			Dhananjayan has called Mynaa a landmark film in Tamil cinema and says it was one of those rare films that created high expectations even before it was released based on the opinions and appreciation the film garnered through its private preview screenings.51 

			The movie was nominated for several awards and won the Best Supporting Actor and Best Tamil Film awards at the 58th National Film Awards. Amala Paul, who played the titular character, and Vidharth’s Suruli also won Best Debut at the 2nd Edison Awards and the 5th Vijay Awards, respectively.
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			NAAM IRUVAR / WE TWO (1947)

			Director: A. V. Meiyappan

			Story/Screenplay: P. Neelakantan

			Producer: A. V. Meiyappan 

			Cinematography: R. Sudarshanam 

			Editing: N. V. Raman 

			Music: R. Sudarshanam

			Cast: T. A. Jayalakshmi, Kamala Kumari, T. R. Mahalingam, B. Ramakrishnaiah Panthulu, V. K. Ramasami

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 153 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Naam Iruvar (We Two) is a nationalist film based on the play Thyaga Ullam by P. Neelakantan. The film was released a few months before India’s independence, making director A. V. Meiyappan a household name in the region, particularly among the urban middle class. 

			The film features a blackmarketeer and his two sons, Jayakumar (Panthulu, who also played two other roles in the film) and Sukumar (Mahalingam). The latter is a wastrel who loves Kannamma (Jayalakshmi), the daughter of his father’s partner. The partner is a rapacious movie producer. He falls in the company of a group of ne’er-do-wells who convince him to invest money in making a film. Sukumar’s lack of experience and a series of technical issues cause production to be stopped, leaving Sukumar in serious debt. His financiers question his bad motives and investment, and when he fails to repay back his loan, they take him to court to be charged. In a melodramatic ending, he is rescued and becomes a reformed Gandhian.

			In 1947, India gained its freedom—putting an end to the oppressive and exploitative British colonial rule of two hundred years. The name of Mahatma Gandhi sent Indians into raptures, kindling in them patriotic fervor. In Naam Iruvar, Meiyappan exploited this mood to good advantage with statues of Gandhiji; songs in his praise; characters wearing Gandhi caps, spinning the Charkha, and greeting each other with “Jai Hind!”; and “Baby Kamala dancing” to songs with lyrics penned years ago by revolutionary poet Subramania Bharati (and music by R. Sudharsanam) and rendered off-screen by the living legend D. K. Pattammal. Meiyappan packed them all into the film.1

			According to Chakravarthy and Chakravarthy, Meiyappan saw the play performed at a theater in Chennai and, after purchasing the rights to the film, credited playwright Neelakantan as the author of the story and also with associate direction. The authors also note that, in addition to its nationalist fervor, the film’s main thrust was the songs all celebrating the impending independence and growing nationalist movement.2 Songs like “Aaaduvome pallu paduvome” (“Let Us Sing and Dance That We Have Gained Our Independence”) and “Viduthala” (“Liberation”) were extremely popular with the audiences of that time. There are some very clever strategies employed by the director to contextualize the importance of the movie. For example, in the film within the film, protagonist Veer Hanuman is parodied for making yet another film on mythology that does not address the needs and issues of the emerging nation state of independent India. 

			The film makes a very conscious decision not to demonize the horrors of Partition and blame it on certain communities like the Muslims,3 as did later films such as Gadar: Ek Prem Gatha (Gadar: A Story of Love, 2001) or Maa tujhe Salaam (Bow to Thee O Mother, 2002). The desire for a separate nation state of Pakistan is blamed instead on the Western colonizers. Chakravarthy and Chakravarthy argue that this might be because southern India did not witness the major Hindu-Muslim riots like the rest of India. Guy, writing in The Hindu, notes that the film “had nothing to do with the freedom movement, but it had everything to do with perceptively capturing the spirit of the times, making it a hit.”4

			The success of Naam Iruvar led to a successful run for Meiyappan’s studio, which was producing nearly four films a year. The studio also worked closely with several film personalities who went on to become politicians in Tamil Nadu, a connection that exists to this day.5

			NAYAKAN / THE HERO (1987)

			Director: Mani Ratnam

			Story/Screenplay: Mani Ratnam, Balakumaran

			Producer: Muktha V. Srinivasan 

			Cinematography: P. C. Sreeram 

			Editing: B. Lenin, V. T. Vijayan 

			Music: Illaiyaraaja

			Cast: Kamal Haasan, Saranya, Karthika, Vasudeva Rao, Nizhalgal Ravi

			Languages: Tamil, Hindi

			Specs: 156 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Nayakan (The Hero) was Mani Ratnam’s big-budget commercial breakthrough crime drama film based on the real-life story of an underworld don. Being a sympathetic depiction of the problems faced by Tamils—and more generally South Indians living in Bombay—also earned it praise from critics. The film is also inspired from The Godfather.

			Sakthivel (Haasan), a union leader’s son, is arrested by police in an attempt to find out more regarding his father’s whereabouts. They make Sakthivel believe they are there to help his father, but they actually want to kill him. When they shoot his father, Sakthivel is enraged and attacks the police officer before running away to Bombay. While there, Sakthivel is raised by Hussain (Rao), a smuggler in the Dharavi slums. Hussain also involves Sakthivel in his smuggling business, which later leads to Hussain’s murder. An avenging Sakthivel kills the rival who caused Hussain’s death. In a separate plot, Sakthivel’s romantic life is revealed—he is in love with Neela, a prostitute whom he marries and with whom he fathers two children. Sakthivel also gains popularity as a natural leader for his support of local people and local issues in Dharavi. His jealous rivals try to murder him but end up killing his wife Neela instead. Sakthivel then sends his children—daughter Charumathi and son Surya—away from the city as he consolidates his power. They return as adults, with son Surya following in his father’s footsteps. Surya is killed in a gang war, leaving sister Charumathi heartbroken. She blames Sakthivel for the death of her brother and mother and implores him to give up his bad ways and start life afresh, which he is unwilling to do.

			Charumathi leaves her father, but in another twist, her husband is tasked with killing Sakthivel. Sakthivel realizes this and runs away, but his allies are captured. To save them from torture, he decides to surrender. The lack of evidence against him with no one wanting to testify leaves him exonerated. As he leaves the court, Sakthivel is shot by an old rival’s son; Sakthivel had killed the rival earlier to avenge Hussain’s death. He dies on the spot, leaving Charumathi behind. 

			The film is an excellent example of the gangster/action genre in Indian cinema. Writing about action cinema and viewership, Gopalan notes that the spectators of action in Indian popular cinema find themselves at the “crossroads of several intersecting cinematic styles,” which require several theoretical positions to read that film. A film like Nayakan, according to Gopalan, interrupts the Hollywood universe and its action genres through their extra diegetic sequences, sequences of attractions, elaborate digressions, an intermission, multiple narratives, and frontal address. She further notes that this genre’s obsession with the past is narrativized in such a way that makes the films “analogous to biographies of the postcolonial state.”6

			The film was a commercial and critical success. At the 1988 National Film Awards, Nayakan won the awards for Best Actor (Kamal Haasan), Best Cinematography (P. C. Sreeram), and Best Art Direction (Thotta Tharani). The film was also India’s official submission for the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film in 1988 at the 60th Academy Awards, though it was not nominated.7 The film was remade in Hindi in 1988 as Dayavan. In 2005, Time magazine included Nayakan in its list of 100 Greatest Films. Writing about filmmaker Mani Ratnam, Time said: “His movies, often dramatizing social unrest and political terrorism, churn with narrative tension and camera energy that would be the envy of Hollywood directors, if they were to see them.”8

			NEEM ANNAPURNA / BITTER MORSEL (1979)

			Director: Buddhadev Dasgupta

			Story/Screenplay: Buddhadev Dasgupta, Kamal Kumar Majumdar

			Producer: Buddhadev Dasgupta 

			Cinematography: Kamal Nayak 

			Editing: Gangadhar Naskar. 

			Music: Debasis Dasgupta

			Cast: Manidipa Roy, Sunil Mukherjee, Jayita Sarkar, Manojit Lahiri

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 95 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Angel)

			Neem Annapurna (Bitter Morsel), the second film made by Bengali filmmaker Buddhadev Dasgupta, is based on a story by Kamal Kumar Majumdar. The film sees a family come to the city of Calcutta from the village with the dream of making a better life for themselves, a familiar enough narrative set up for a Hindi melodrama. However, they are confronted with stark realities of social and economic deprivation, leading to what some critics called one of the bleakest depictions of poverty ever put on film. 

			Shot in a raw documentary style and dispensing altogether with plot, director Dasgupta is attentive to the psychological experiences of the family, articulating their suffering in an honest, unsentimental style. The father, Brojo (Mukherjee), spends his days traveling through the city looking for work while at home mother Pritilata (Roy) and their two daughters wait on his arrival with the promise of food. Waiting becomes a focal point of the slender narrative situation, and Dasgupta trains his eye on the unbearable hunger that sluggishly devours the family, capturing their misery through key sequences of real horror such as the mother’s troubling decision to steal rice from someone in a worse situation.

			Dasgupta’s films—like many made during this time—looked at ways to tell a story of the growing streams of migrants who had come to the country during the Bangladesh Liberation War in 1971 and were going through horrific poverty. The stark theme and depiction of squalor has been compared by such scholars as M. K. Raghavendra to films such as Mira Nair’s Salaam Bombay and Bimal Roy’s Do Bigha Zameen.9 Brojo ekes out a miserable living making envelopes, which is not enough for the family to survive. Despite all these hardships, Pritilata holds on to her pride and refuses to take on menial work (e.g., when her daughter is offered a job as a maid). A particularly poignant scene in the film is when the eight-year-old daughter, driven by hunger, tries to steal food from the bowl of a parrot and, in the process, is bitten. What ensues is a war of words between the parrot’s owner and mother Pritilata defending her. This sequence has a strong resonance to Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali (Song of the Little Road, 1955) when we see a hungry Durga steal a guava from a neighbor’s garden only to be admonished by the owner and being hurriedly apologized for and led away by her mother.10 

			Perhaps the strongest scene illustrating the starkness of their situation—and establishes Dasgupta’s brilliance as a filmmaker—is when Pritilata, so overcome by hunger, steals the rice of a beggar. She is caught doing this, has to hit the old man who falls to the floor, and runs away. When she later sends her children to find out how he is, she is told the old beggar is dead. Still, for the first time in a while, the family have rice to eat. When the rest of the family sits down to eat, Pritilata cannot look at her food and vomits in sickness. However, as the voiceover reminds us this is not the beginning of good times for the family. The younger daughter dies in an accident while the older daughter elopes. Brojo and Pritilata are themselves “lost” in an unforgiving city like so many others before them.

			The neorealist style of Vittorio De Sica and Satyajit Ray is very evident in the film, though what can also be clearly seen is Dasgupta’s own anger and desperation about the contemporary realities of Calcutta, a city framed as a land of opportunity but which ends up destroying families like Brojo and Pritilata’s. This film has none of the lyricism of Ray’s Pather Panchali, either visually or in the sparse music used to great dramatic effect. Gooptu writes that filmmakers such as Dasgupta were “part of Calcutta’s leftist intellectual milieu, and whose body of work addressed issues of subalternity and economic underprivilege . . . their oeuvres did not constitute the ‘feel-good’ imaginary of the Bengali film, which emanated from such constructs as ‘Bengali culture’ and ‘Bengali betterness.’”11

			1942: A LOVE STORY (1994)

			Director: Vidhu Vinod Chopra

			Story/Screenplay: Sanjay Leela Bhansali, Kamna Chandra, Vidhu Vinod Chopra

			Producer: Vidhu Vinod Chopra 

			Cinematography: Binod Pradhan 

			Editing: Renu Saluja 

			Music: R. D. Burman. 

			Cast: Anil Kapoor, Jackie Shroff, Manisha Koirala, Anupam Kher, Danny Denzongpa, Pran, Sushma Seth, Manohar Singh

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 157 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			1942: A Love Story is a romantic film set within the backdrop of pre-independent India and the ongoing nationalist struggle for freedom. The film is indeed set in 1942, at a time when there was a growth of nationalism across India during the Second World War and the promise of British retreat from the country, where citizens were agitating for independence. In addition to the Gandhian struggle for noncooperation and peaceful demonstrations, there was also a growth of militant actions being planned by underground movements whose adherents had to maintain utter anonymity, given that some of them were still in the employ of the British government. 

			In this context, Naren Singh (Kapoor) falls in love with Rajjo (Koirala). Their love grows within this tumultuous time. Naren’s father, Hari Singh, is loyal to the British colonial government while Rajjo’s father is a nationalist revolutionary plotting the overthrow of the British. When Naren approaches him for Rajjo’s hand in marriage, he is angered that his daughter has fallen in love with a man from a family of British loyalists. Naren, however, declares he does not hold the same views as his father and is happy to leave everything for Rajjo’s love.

			Hari Singh is also angry when he hears of Naren and Rajjo’s love affair, but he shrewdly feigns happiness to gain the location of Rajjo’s father, Raghuvir, which Naren unsuspectingly becomes complicit in disclosing to Hari. Raghuvir is hiding with a bomb knowing the police are approaching, and he explodes them and himself. Rajjo is devastated at the death of her father and feels betrayed by Naren’s action, thus running away from Hari.  

			She ends up staying with Shubhankar (Shroff), his father’s ally and confidant, who was distraught by the death of Raghuvir. Shubhankar starts training Rajjo to become a revolutionary in her father’s mold. Naren, on realizing about Hari’s true motivation, becomes steadfastly opposed to his British loyalism and departs to help Rajjo and become a revolutionary himself. 

			Naren leaves the comforts of his home behind and stands up to General Douglas, a racist functionary of the British government based in India. Douglas gets Naren arrested and sentences him to death by hanging. When Rajjo finds out, she realizes Naren had no part to play in her father’s death and seeks help from Shubhankar to help free him. Shubhankar decides to save Naren from death, and in the violence that follows many British loyalists—including Naren’s father, Hari Singh—are killed. Another British loyalist, Major Hisht (Denzongpa), witnesses his revolutionary daughter Chanda’s death by the British soldiers. He realizes his mistake and turns against them, helping Shubhankar in one of the most melodramatic moments of the film. Surrounded by a mass of people who have all come to defy the British government, Shubhankar hangs General Douglas in the very noose meant for Naren. Rajjo and Naren stand and salute together, along with all the inhabitants of the small town of Kasauli.

			There are several important themes in this film. While the themes of nationalism and love are central to the story, the film also tackles issues such as secular concerns and loyalty. Gokulsing and Dissanayake note that this film captures a facet of the freedom movement and recalls the heady days of the freedom struggle before the bloody partition in 1947.12 White also reads this film as an influence of Shakespeare’s “star-crossed lovers,” where Rajjo and Naren’s love needs to go through trials and tribulations before emerging victorious. He argues that Romeo and Juliet is unmistakably referenced in the main plot—though not actually named—and becomes a vehicle for exploring the relationship of Indian nationalism and the struggle for freedom.13

			The songs of the film were very popular and instrumental in the film’s success; the film also serves as R. D. Burman’s final film to win the Filmfare Award for Best Music Direction. Singers Kumar Sanu and Kavita Krishnamurthy also won Filmfare Awards for Best Male Singer and Best Female Singer, respectively, and Javed Akhtar won as Best Lyricist. The film was also lauded for its art direction, cinematography, music, lyrics, and dramatic performances. The film established Manisha Koirala’s skill as an actress, and her projected beauty became legendary, as did the portrayal of romance between the lead pair. The film won nine Filmfare Awards in all, garnering nominations for the best actor, actress, and film. 
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			PADMA NADIR MAJHI / THE BOATMAN OF THE RIVER PADMA (1993)

			Director: Goutam Ghose

			Story/Screenplay: Manik Bandopadhaya, Goutam Ghose

			Producer: West Bengal Film Development Corporation

			Cinematography: Goutam Ghose 

			Editing: Moloy Banerjee 

			Music: Goutam Ghose, Alauddin Ali

			Cast: Raisul Islam Asad, Champa, Utpal Dutt, Rupa Ganguly, Rabi Ghosh, Humayun Faridi

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 126 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Padma Nadir Majhi (The Boatman of the River Padma) is an Indo-Bangladesh joint production based on a novel by Manik Bandopadhaya. 

			Hussain Miya (Dutt) is a Bengali Muslim trader with some very utopic ideas about the future. He wants to establish a community on the island of Moynadeep in the Padma Delta and offer an enhanced lifestyle, which is currently missing. Miya has an ongoing connection with the island through his business dealings, and the population he wants to move there will be from both Hindu and Muslim communities. This is happening in the backdrop of the Partition in 1947, which saw huge swathes of Hindu and Muslim communities being made refugees. 

			Kuber accepts the offer and ferries some cargo to the island. There are some people who question the truth of the descriptions of the island as a utopia. Rasu (Mukherjee) and Aminuddi (Ghosh) say that Moynadeep is infested with lions and tigers and is a dangerous place to live. Rasu has escaped from Moynadeep, leaving his children and wife behind. Aminuddi also has a similar tale and refuses to ever go back again. Kuber lives with his wife and children, but his wife has a physical deformity that has made their relationship quite strained. Kuber begins a relationship with his sister-in-law Kopila (Ganguly), but this comes to an end when her husband comes to take her away.

			One particular storm in the river inflicts devastation in the village and causes several villagers to lose their earthly possessions. In a poignant sequence, Kuber tells his wife, “Padma amago joto daay abar totoi loy” (“Whatever the river gives us it also takes”). Hussain Miya offers to help the villagers but, in the process, pursuades them to thumb imprint promissory notes so that they can be exploited later. Kuber’s domestic life goes through further turmoil when his daughter’s marriage breaks down; Rasu offers to marry her. Kuber is unhappy given the age difference; Rasu threatens him for fabricating a lie, which leads to the police trying to arrest Rasu on false charges. Hussain Miya again offers to help him if he moves to the island of Moynadeep.

			Ghose’s film is a social critique of the life of penury that people like Kuber have to endure, as well as the hierarchical nature of power that makes sure no one can ever escape from the lifestyle they have been dealt. Moynadeep may be seen as an allegory for a utopia that does not exist but one that everyone is searching for. Philosophers such as Ernst Bloch have critiqued it for its abstraction, for presenting an idealized form of escape, and for being a projected dream coming out of the estrangements and discontent of capitalism rather than actual goals.1 

			Rajadhyaksha and Willemen note that Ghose’s work imbues fiction with a semidocumentary mode. He places his stories within conditions of extreme social marginality, which is then presented through his characters as a physical, primitive, and elemental battle of survival.2 Gooptu, writing about Ghose, says, “Goutam Ghosh made films like Dakhal [The Capture, 1981], Paar [The Crossing, 1984] and Antarjali Jatra [The Voyage Beyond, 1988], which shifted focus to the lowest rungs of society and the most marginalized of social groups, and showed the duplicity and hollowness of those who called themselves bhadralok [gentlemen].”3

			The film received several awards in both India and Bangladesh, including the Indian National Award for Best Bengali Film, Best Second Feature Film, and Best Direction. In Bangladesh, it won the National Award for Best Film, Best Actor, and Best Actress.

			PAKEEZAH / PURE (1972)

			Director: Kamal Amrohi

			Story/Screenplay: Kamal Amrohi

			Producer: Kamal Amrohi 

			Cinematography: Josef Wirsching 

			Editing: D. N. Pai 

			Music: Ghulam Mohammed, Naushad Ali

			Cast: Meena Kumari, Raaj Kumar, Ashok Kumar, Nadira, D. K. Sapru, Veena

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 147 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Pakeezah (Pure) is an Indian cult classic tragedy film based on the life of courtesan Sahibjaan. It is one of the two great courtesan films; the other is Umrao Jaan (1981). Both films are set in the nineteenth century. Pakeezah is set in the Punjabi princely state of Patiala, which was one of the great centers of Muslim culture at that time.

			The plot of Pakeezah is simple, and Ganti calls it one of the key films of postindependence India. Set in turn-of-the-century Lucknow (Uttar Pradesh), the film depicts the desire of courtesans to escape their profession and find a place in respectable society. After being rejected by her husband’s family, Nargis (Kumari) dies giving birth to their daughter Sahibjaan (Kumari). The girl is raised by her aunt, who keeps her identity and existence a secret from her father, Shahabuddin (Ashok Kumar), and trains her as a courtesan. One day Sahibjaan falls in love with a mysterious stranger, Salim (Raaj Kumar), who turns out to be her father’s nephew. Even after his father forbids it, Salim defiantly marries Sahibjaan. However, convinced that she is not worthy of his love, Sahibjaan leaves her husband. At the film’s climax, Salim asks Sahibjaan to perform at his arranged wedding, and her identity is revealed. Shahabuddin claims Sahibjaan as his daughter, and she and Salim are married with the family’s blessings.            

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Meena Kumari in Pakeezah (1972).

					Source: Mahal / Photofest © Mahal.

				

			

			Pakeezah was filmmaker Kamal Amrohi’s tribute to his wife, Meena Kumari, which took almost fifteen years to complete. Production was halted midway through the project after Amrohi and Kumari separated in 1964.4 It resumed in 1968 after Amrohi wrote a letter to his then-estranged wife, and Kumari replied affirming her commitment to the film. 

			Pakeezah remains a symbol of filmmaking love and tragedy, which mirrors Kumari and Amrohi’s own romantic trials and tribulations. As one of India’s first color films, there was a lot of expectations riding on it, which were fulfilled by its extravagant sets and strong critical acclaim. Despite Amrohi’s talent as a filmmaker, which showed throughout the film, it is best remembered for being Kumari’s greatest and last movie. Hasan and Bounds describe Meena Kumari’s poetry and her work as a barbed critique of Indian popular culture. They write that it is hardly surprising that a woman of Meena Kumari’s intelligence and sensitivity should have bridled at the limitations of her onscreen persona. Introverted, perceptive, and more than a little self-obsessed, she knew perfectly well that her characters’ emotional lives contained none of the ambivalence, guilt, or self-doubt to which real people are vulnerable.5

			The film’s soundtrack remains popular to date, and some of the songs, including “Inhi Logon Ne” (“These People”), “Chalte Chalte Yu hi Koi Mil Gaya” (“I Met Someone by Chance Whilst Walking”), have become camp classics and appropriated by the Desi queer community in India and the diasporas.6 The film was a critical and commercial success, with Kumari receiving a posthumous Filmfare Award (she died only three weeks after the film’s release). Meghnad Desai sums up the legacy of the movie in a few words, saying: “There have been few films about Muslim society which have touched an entire nation and gone beyond its time to resonate across generations . . . Kamal Amrohi’s Pakeezah.”7

			PAROMA / THE ULTIMATE WOMAN (1984)

			Director: Aparna Sen

			Story/Screenplay: Aparna Sen

			Producer: Nirmal Kumar 

			Cinematography: Ashok Mehta 

			Editing: Moloy Banerjee 

			Music: Bhaksar Chandravarkar

			Cast: Rakhee Gulzar, Dipankar Dey, Mukul Sharma, Anil Chatterjee, Chaiti Ghosal, Aparna Sen

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 139 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Paroma is the story of the titular middle-aged Bengali woman (Gulzar) whose well-settled and predictable family life is threatened by the arrival of Rahul (Mukul Sharma), a photojournalist with whom she ends up in an extramarital affair. This affair leads to discord and breakdown of Paroma’s family life but, in the process, also leads her to go through a mode of self-discovery and break out of her socially ascribed gendered role(s). 

			The film opens in the courtyard of an affluent Bengali family, celebrating Durga Puja, with a terribly busy Paroma managing the household, looking after the puja proceedings, addressing everybody’s needs, and taking time out to hand over her aging mother-in-law her medicines. While Paroma plays all these roles without demur, almost happily, Rahul’s white female assistant raises an important question: she wonders how many names this woman has. She hears people calling Paroma various names: kakima (paternal aunt), pishima (maternal aunt), boudi (sister-in-law). While the family is humored by a foreign woman’s inability to make sense of kinship identities in India, the query sets the tone for the rest of the film—Paroma’s quest to free herself from these several filial strings binding her to subservient roles as wife, daughter-in-law, and mother, to look for her own identity. Things change when Rahul enters her life, and after a torrid affair, their love story is discovered when her image is published in a magazine and emblazoned with Rahul’s fond remembrance of their love. This moment changes Paroma’s life; socially ostracized from her family, she attempts suicide. Sen’s radicalism is palpable by the way in which she conflates Paroma’s sexual awakening with her realization of its vital link with economic independence. The security of the family is shown to rob Paroma of her own agency, and as her daughter recalled in the early part of the film, Paroma (and by extension all Bengali women) is living her life only through a reflection of her husband. Within this heteronormative patriarchal structure, she is someone’s kakima (aunt), boudi (sister-in-law), or maa (mother), but within all these identities, she loses her own name.

			A contrast to Paroma is shown through the figure of Sheila (expertly played by Sen herself). An excellent homemaker, an outstanding cook, and embroiderer, Sheila initially disturbs Paroma when Sheila divorces her husband. Paroma’s daughter castigates her mother for being judgmental of her friend’s priority of running her school for autistic children over relocating to Bombay with her husband and saving her marriage. Sheila disturbingly haunts the fringes of Paroma’s happy household, dominated by a patriarchal husband and a stringent-but-patronizing mother-in-law. Although Paroma is constantly ill at ease with Sheila’s decision to leave her husband, she cannot give up on her friendship. As Paroma slowly discovers the joy of breaking free of moral codes handcuffing her to numerous filial roles as a wife, a mother, a daughter-in-law, and a sister-in-law, she could only confide in Sheila the sense of liberty her furtive love affair with Rahul brought her. She knows Sheila is the least judgmental of all her acquaintances, friends, or family, and she gradually evolves to appreciate Sheila’s notions of freedom and incarceration. 

			To date, Paroma remains an iconic film that unsettled not only men but also women in its bold declaration of the necessity for women to have rights to their own bodies and the freedom to make sexual choices. While Sen’s films carried in them an unmistakable influence of Ray in style and treatment, thematically she broke away from her mentor. Unlike Ray, whose treatment of women and their “extramarital affairs” in films such as Charulata and Pikoo (in which Sen costarred) was far more moralistic and even conservative in resolution, Sen continued to lend voice to repressed women, assuming an iconic status.8 

			This film has had an impact on several Bengali filmmakers. Indeed, Rituparno Ghosh—whose films Unishey April (1994) and Dahan (1997) are also regarded as landmark films pushing feminist politics—can be traced back to Sen’s influence.9 Srimati Mukherjee, writing about Dahan, explains, “Ghosh had a context to draw from . . . specifically films such as Paroma.” Mukherjee calls Paroma a “feminist reform genre film,” where Sen foregrounds not only Paroma’s female sexuality but also her distinctive individuality and agency.10 

			Filmmaker Sen’s radicalism broke enormous taboos surrounding female sexuality, liberating the woman’s body from the bondage of patriarchy. Paroma is a case in point. Notwithstanding their location in time, Sen’s films have always shaken the Bengali middle class out of their complacence—not only by naturalizing sexual desires and uninhibited representation of coital intimacy onscreen but also by weaving their narratives around images of war, terrorism, communal violence, and concerns for the greatest banes of modernity, environmental degradation. These are subjects not so frequently discussed at the middle-class dining table. Each of these films constantly returns to the peripheries of society, turning the search lights on the underprivileged, the marginalized, and the seemingly forsaken. 

			PATHER PANCHALI / SONG OF THE LITTLE ROAD (1955)

			Director: Satyajit Ray

			Story/Screenplay: Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay, Satyajit Ray

			Producer: Government of West Bengal 

			Cinematography: Subrata Mitra 

			Editing: Dulal Dutta 

			Music: Ravi Shankar

			Cast: Subir Banerjee, Kanu Bannerjee, Karuna Bannerjee, Chunibala Devi, Uma Dasgupta, Tulsi Chakraborty

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 125 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Criterion)

			Pather Panchali (Song of the Little Road) is the first film directed by the celebrated Bengali auteur Satyajit Ray. The film is an adaptation of Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s novel of the same name. The first of the Apu trilogy that Ray went on to direct, the story is about a poor Brahmin family living in Nichindapur, a rural village in Bengal. Harihar Ray (Kanu Bannerjee) is the father of the family living with his wife Sarbojaya (Karuna Bannerjee), daughter Durga (Dasgupta), son Apu (Subir Banerjee), and his elderly cousin Indir Thakrun (Devi). 

			Living in poverty, the family struggles to make ends meet. Sarbojaya resents having to look after Indir Thakrun and keeps trying to find ways to get her to leave the house. One day after being driven out by Sarbojaya, Indir Thakrun dies on the road. Unable to earn a good living in the village, Harihar travels to the city to seek a better life. He promises Sarbojaya that he will return with money to repair their decrepit house. During his absence, the family sinks deeper into poverty. Sarbojaya has difficulty even feeding the family with no money being sent by Harihar and the house falling apart every day. Her children understand that the domestic situation is dire. One monsoon evening, Durga and Apu get caught in a downpour, which leads to severe cold and fever for Durga. Sarbojaya does not have enough money for medical care and does her best to help Durga recover, but after one particular night of incessant raining, Durga’s condition worsens and they discover her dead the next morning. Harihar returns home and starts to show Sarbojaya the merchandise he has brought from the city. Sarbojaya does not tell him of the tragedy of losing their daughter, but when he shows her what he has bought for Durga she breaks down and cries. Harihar is shocked and devastated when he hears of Durga’s death. The family decides to leave their ancestral home and this tragedy behind despite counsel from the village elders who ask them to reconsider their decision. As they leave on an ox cart, a snake makes its way into the ruins of the house left behind.       
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					Kanu Banerjee in Pather Panchali (1955).

					Source: Sony Pictures Classics / Photofest © Sony Pictures Classics.

				

			

			Pather Panchali did not have a script. As Ray himself explained, it was made from his drawings and notes.11 The movie thus departed significantly from the book. One of the most significant changes was the death of Indir Thakrun, which occurred quite early in the novel while, in the film, Apu and Durga find her dying. Another departure, which later became the defining and most poignant scene of the film, was Apu and Durga running through a field of kaash flowers and glimpsing the running train. It can be argued that Ray’s focus in the film was on the human characters and their lives, while Bandyopadhyay’s novel was a narrative of village life in India. Inspired by the Italian neorealist style of filmmaking, Ray cast relatively unknown actors in the film.12 

			The film’s themes and techniques were unique in its time, making it such an important movie in the Indian cinema canon. The movie faced financial difficulty for a very long time, and Ray had to stop shooting multiple times to be able to make some more money before shooting again. Ray’s first influence was watching Vittorio De Sica’s neorealist film Bicycle Thieves and realizing a film could be made on location with an amateur cast. He was also influenced by the neorealist style of Jean Renoir whom Ray met in 1949 while visiting Calcutta. It has also been claimed by critics such as Chidananda Dasgupta of the influence of the Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore and his humanism on Satyajit Ray.13 This has been questioned by such scholars as Chandak Sengoopta, who suggested that the standard view, while not wrong, exaggerates Ray’s Tagoreanism. Ray’s thematic and stylistic indebtedness to Bandyopadhyay (author of Pather Panchali and Aparajito) in the early years of his career and his later explorations of the malaise of contemporary India both encourage one to question the standard view of Ray’s Tagorean perspective.14

			In her analysis, Sharmistha Gooptu discusses the idea that the idyllic village life portrayed in Pather Panchali represents authentic Bengali village life, which disappeared during the upheavals of Partition in 1947. She suggests that the film seeks to connect an idealized, pre-Partition past with the actual present of partitioned Bengal, and that it uses prototypes of rural Bengal to construct an image of the ideal village.15 Richard Allen, however, pushes this analysis even further, arguing that the achievement of Ray’s realist aesthetic in the film was not simply to represent the ties that bind and divide the rural community but also to dramatize the encounter between tradition and modernity.16 

			The music of the picture was composed by Ravi Shankar featuring Indian classical music played mostly on sitar. In 2007, the music was featured in Guardian’s 50 greatest film tracks. The film won several accolades, including awards at the National Film Awards and the British Film Awards; it is also included in most critics’ polls as one of the top 100 films around the world. Ray went on to make a trilogy with the character of Apu and several more films in the coming years, establishing himself as an international auteur. 

			PYAASA / THIRSTY (1957)

			Director: Guru Dutt

			Story/Screenplay: Abrar Alvi

			Producer: Guru Dutt 

			Cinematography: V. K. Murthy 

			Editing: Y. G. Chawhan 

			Music: S. D. Burman

			Cast: Guru Dutt, Mala Sinha, Waheeda Rehman, Johnny Walker

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 146 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Pyaasa (Thirsty) is one of Guru Dutt’s most well-known films and one of his many successful collaborations with writer Abrar Alvi. It was a critical and commercial success. Guru Dutt was already a well-established film director when he started making Pyaasa. Having made a run of successful thrillers and comedies, he was ready to experiment and take risks with narrative and style techniques when making this film. The movie is an allegorical tale of the material world where we are living, which values money and goods over art and creativity. The “thirst” Dutt refers to in the film is this thirst for true love and for a future world valuing poetry and creativity over materialism. The film was inspired by Saratchandra’s Bengali novel Srikanta, which also explored the world of an artist who is trapped between commercialism and aestheticism.

			Ganti provides a useful summary of the film: 

			Vijay [Dutt] is an unappreciated poet in Calcutta whose poems are sold by his brothers as waste paper. His college sweetheart marries an arrogant publisher for the comfort and security his wealth can offer. Unable to bear his family’s disrespect for his poetry, Vijay chooses to live on the streets where a young prostitute, Gulab [Rehman], falls in love with him. After a dead beggar wearing Vijay’s coat is mistaken for him, Gulab uses her earnings to get Vijay’s poetry published into a book. The book becomes a best seller and all those who had previously rejected Vijay gather to pay tribute to the dead poet. To the organizers’ consternation, Vijay disrupts the event with a passionate song denouncing hypocrisy and calling for the violent destruction of a corrupt world. Not wanting to be a part of an opportunistic and materialistic world, Vijay leaves the city, walking off into the distance with Gulab at his side. Despite its dark and critical tone, the film was a box-office success as its bleakness was balanced by comic asides, popular songs, and rich cinematography.17

			Rachel Dwyer calls Pyaasa a masterpiece of world cinema, “managing to use all the conventions of the Hindi film to make a movie that can be appreciated cinematically and narratively by both an Indian and an international audience.”18 The plight of the artist and issues of alienation and disillusionment that Dutt examines in this film are also explored in his other film, Kaagaz ke Phool (Paper Flowers, 1959). The commercial success of Pyaasa resulted in many acting offers for Rehman, and though she had an exclusive contract with Dutt, he allowed her to work in films by other producers.19 Dutt and Rehman’s romance is another legendary love story within the film industry. The theme of the “struggling poet” is also another common trope in many Guru Dutt films during this time (again including this one and Kaagaz ke Phool) depicting the tension between art and commerce.

			Pyaasa is also a classic example of the love triangle genre, which is contrasted through the impossibility of love. The rich heroine spurns the poor poet who, in turn, is loved by a poor prostitute. Deshpande argues that it can be read as a critique of bourgeois society, which puts a monetary value on everything from art to love.20 

			The songs by S. D. Burman and performed by Geeta Dutt and Mohammad Rafi were huge hits, marking the last collaboration between Burman and the lyricist Ludhianvi. The film was a major box office success, and in 2002, the magazine Sight and Sound called it one of the greatest 100 movies of all time. 
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			QUEEN (2013)

			Director: Vikas Bahl

			Story/Screenplay: Vikas Bahl, Chaitally Parmar, Parveez Sheikh

			Producers: Anurag Kashyap, Vikramaditya Motwane, Madhu Mantena 

			Cinematography: Siddharth Diwan, Bobby Singh 

			Editing: Abhijit Kokate, Anurag Kashyap 

			Music: Amit Trivedi, Mani Sharma

			Cast: Kanagana Ranaut, Rajkummar Rao, Lisa Haydon 

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 146 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Shemaroo)

			Queen is a comedy-drama film directed by Vikas Bahl starring Kangana Ranaut in the titular role. The film was a commercial and critical success that catapulted Ranaut to superstardom as a feminist actor. Ranaut also wrote additional dialogues for the film. 

			The film tells the story of Rani Mehra (Ranaut) who leads a sheltered life in Delhi with her parents and brother. She has very little confidence in herself, and her entire life at this point centers on her upcoming wedding. One day prior to her wedding, fiancé Vijay (Rao) tells her that he no longer wishes to marry her. He explains that his lifestyle has changed after living abroad in London, and her conservative habits and small-town mentality would be a wrong match for him. Rani is heartbroken at this rejection and shuts herself off from the rest of her family and goes into severe depression. However, wanting to prove Vijay wrong and take control of the situation, she asks her parents’ permission to go alone on her prebooked honeymoon to Europe. Her parents are at first hesitant, knowing the sheltered life she has led; but they understand this might help her cope, so they agree to it. The rest of the film deals with how she rediscovers her inner strength and comes out a strong, independent woman.

			The first city Rani visits is Paris, where she meets Vijayalakshmi (Haydon), a free-spirited liberal woman of French and Indian descent, working in the hotel in which Rani stays. At this point, Rani is already thinking of leaving the city as she has had two very bad encounters with a group of thieves and the police. Vijaylakshmi convinces her to stay on and discover the city with her. The two have a series of adventures, during which Rani relives the memories of Vijay patronizing her, criticizing her, and forbidding her from dancing and drinking—which she’s free to do in Paris. Rani ends up taking a picture of herself in a “revealing” outfit that Vijay would have considered inappropriate; she sends it to him by mistake, which, unbeknownst to her, reignites his interest in her. After having so much fun in Paris, Rani decides to continue her trip to Amsterdam as she had originally planned. Vijayalakshmi makes her accommodation arrangements, and the two share an emotional farewell at the train station. Once Rani arrives in Amsterdam, she realizes she has to share her room with three migrant men; she is very hesitant at first but, over time, becomes friends with the three chaps and spends time shopping, sightseeing, and going to clubs with them. 

			Rani slowly winds through her path of self-discovery. She starts to gain confidence in herself by taking control of her decisions, and she even develops a crush on a local restaurant owner. She also realizes her cooking and earning potential by winning a cook-off by selling Indian snacks. She also develops empathy for the three men she befriended as she listens to the problems and troubles from which they have had to escape. Vijay, on the other hand, manages to track down Rani and asks her to get back with him, which she refuses. Vijay has not let go of his domineering attitude and tries to pull Rani away when he finds she has been living with three men. Rani shrugs him off and says she will only speak to him and decide the future on her return to India; she then goes to a rock concert with her friend. Now back in Delhi, Rani visits Vijay at his home while on her way back from the airport. Vijay and his family assume that she has come in order to reconcile. Instead, Rani hands him her engagement ring, and after saying “thank you,” she walks away with a smile on her face, rejoicing in her confidence and freedom.

			Queen is the literal English translation of the word “Rani,” and while it is in reference to the character, it also signifies Rani’s metamorphosis into the confident queen she is. Ranaut has starred in several other films with strong feminist characters such as Tanu Weds Manu (2011) and Revolver Rani (Revolver Queen, 2014). Borrowing a queer feminist reading praxis from Gopinath and Dudrah, we can also find in most of Ranaut’s films a celebration of not just the independent woman but also strong homosocial bonding between the characters like Vijaylakshmi and Rani in this film.1 

			The songs in the film were extremely popular, with “London Thumakda” (“London Dances”) being one of the most played songs in dance clubs. The film also did very well in both Indian and overseas markets, garnering almost $17 million compared to the $1.9 million budget. Queen won several awards, including Best Film, Best Director, and Best Actress (for Ranaut), and three others at the 60th Filmfare Awards ceremony. At the 62nd National Film Awards ceremony, Queen won both Best Hindi Film and Best Actress awards.
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			RAJA (1999)

			Director: Muppalaneni Siva 

			Story/Screenplay: Vikraman

			Producer: R. B. Choudary 

			Cinematography: Shyam K. Naidu 

			Editing: Martand K. Venkatesh 

			Music: S. A. Rajkumar

			Cast: Venkatesh, Soundarya, Abbas, Sudhakar, Chandramohan

			Language: Telegu

			Specs: 175 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Raja is a family-romantic-drama film that was a critical and commercial success, playing to packed houses in Andhra Pradesh. The film also borrowed its core story from another Tamil movie, 1998’s Unnidathil Ennai Koduthen starring Karthik and Roja in the lead roles, with Ajith Kumar in a guest appearance.

			Raja (Venkatesh) and Balu (Sudhakar) are two thieving friends. One day they steal an idol of Lord Ganesha and, to escape the police, find a house they think is empty and hide there. The house belongs to a family currently away. Anjali (Soundarya) is the nanny looking after the three children in the house while their parents are on vacation. Anjali manages to imprison the thieves in the kitchen for a week, and their interaction over this time is the main crux of the story. Raja falls in love with Anjali and realizes the error of his ways and decides to become a better person so that he can truly deserve her. Around the same time, Balu finds a diary belonging to Anjali that provides a flashback to the viewers as we find out more about her life. 

			Anjali is the bastard daughter of Viswanath (Chandramohan), whose house she is living in as a maidservant, along with stepmother Bhagyalakshmi, her sister, her brother-in-law, and their three children. Anjali does not know that Viswanath is her father. Bhagyalakshmi’s brother Sanjay (Abbas) is in love with Anjali, and though we are not sure whether this is reciprocated, her father is keen to get them married. When Raja finds out about this, he decides to stop pursuing Anjali as she has a better life ahead of her if she marries Sanjay. The next day when Raja goes back to the house to return Anjali’s diary, he realizes she has been accused of theft and has been thrown out, though the fault lies with him and Balu. Vowing he will do his best to make her a success, Raja helps her become a playback singer, and she is successful.

			Once she becomes famous, Viswanath reveals the truth to his family about Anjali, and he is now very interested to be a part of her successful life. Sanjay, who had not protested when Anjali was thrown out, also comes back from Canada wishing to marry Anjali. Sanjay becomes good friends with Raja, though the rest of the family frowns upon this. They frame Raja for theft and throw him and Balu out of the house. After returning from a performance, Anjali discovers this and is aghast. She also learns from Raja’s diary that he loves her. Anjali also discovers she is about to receive from the government a national award for her singing. At the function, she notices Raja and Balu are there to see her. Anjali publicly attributes her success to Raja, whom she loves, and now wants to marry. Sanjay understands this and supports her decision. The film ends with Raja and Anjali getting married with the promise of a happy future for them.

			Christopher notes that the “film was viewed as a quasi-pedagogic tool to foster linguistic unity and Telugu identity”: 

			However, the pressure to depict Teluguness was a massive strain on an industry which was used to conveniently borrowing plots and techniques from other film industries and which was located in Madras.1

			The music of the film was quite popular and helped in its overall success. The film was a big hit at the box office, with a clear 100-day run in most theaters in the state, and it won Filmfare South Awards for Best Film, Best Actress, and Best Music Director.

			ROJA / ROSE (1992)

			Director: Mani Ratnam

			Story/Screenplay: Mani Ratnam

			Producer: K. Balachander 

			Cinematography: Santosh Sivan 

			Editing: Suresh Urs 

			Music: A. R. Rahman

			Cast: Arvind Swamy, Madhoo, Vaishnavi, Pankaj Kapur

			Language: Tamil

			Specs: 137 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Roja (Rose) is a Tamil romantic thriller written and directed by Mani Ratnam. It stars Arvind Swamy and Madhoo in the lead roles. The film was also dubbed in several other Indian languages such as Hindi, Marathi, Malayalam, and Telugu.

			Roja (Madhoo) is a simple village girl from Tamil Nadu. Her only concern at the moment is to get her sister Shenbagam (Vaishnavi) married to Rishi Kumar (Swamy), who is working with the secret service of India. But unknown to her, Shenbagam does not like Rishi and is instead in love with her paternal cousin. Shenbagam lets Rishi know this and asks him to reject her in front of everyone so she can then pursue her romance with her cousin. Rishi does so but also, to everyone’s surprise, requests Roja’s hand in marriage instead. Roja, unaware of the conversation between Rishi and her sister, reluctantly marries him but still believes that he is best for her sister. They move to Madras and try to become closer. It is only when Rishi tells her about the reason he rejected Shenbagam that Roja starts to respect him and falls in love.  

			Rishi is soon given a new assignment to intercept army communications. The couple have to leave Madras and move to an unknown area. Roja initially finds difficulty in coping and getting along with everyone there, but tragedy strikes when Rishi is abducted by terrorists whose agenda is to separate Kashmir from India and free their leader, Wasim Khan, from judicial custody. Faced with the intimidating task of rescuing her husband, Roja tries to go everywhere for help but receives little; her difficulties are exacerbated by the fact that they belong to different cultures and language barriers make communication difficult. Rishi is held captive by a group of terrorists led by Liaqat (Kapur), who worked with Wasim Khan. Rishi tries to understand their motives and makes attempts to convince them they are wrong. While Roja’s initial attempts at securing help from the government fail, the government finally agrees to help rescue Rishi. 

			The government decides to give in to the terrorists’ demands of releasing Wasim Khan, but Rishi does not want to be released if it means such a dangerous criminal is set loose again. With the help of Liaqat’s sister, he manages to escape. He is pursued and about to be killed when Liaqat finally sees the error of his ways and helps Rishi escape while he himself also escapes from the Indian army. The film ends with Roja and Rishi finally reunited. 

			The soundtrack of the film, which was also A. R. Rahman’s debut, was extremely popular. In fact, Sen states: “Rahman’s compositions for this film—which included the hit song ‘Tamizha Tamizha’—took the music world by storm.”2 Basu notes that the song sequence “Rukmini Rukmini” (“Hey Rukmini Rukmini”) effects a comic disjunctive synthesis between a new city, sexuality, and the monitoring gaze of a not-yet modern, but no longer feudal moral guardianship.3 Rahman won the National Film Award for Best Music Direction; the Filmfare Award for Best Music Director: Tamil; and the Tamil Nadu State Film Award for Best Music Director for his efforts. His soundtrack for Roja was listed among the top ten soundtracks of all time by Time magazine in 2005. 

			The movie won three National Film Awards, including Best Film on National Integration, catapulting Ratnam to national acclaim. The film also gained international acclaim with its nomination for best film at the 18th Moscow International Film Festival. It was later rereleased for international audiences considering the growing fear of terrorist attacks around the world.4 It is the first in Ratnam’s trilogy of films to depict human relationships against a background of Indian politics, including Bombay (1995) and Dil Se (From the Heart, 1998).
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			SAHIB BIWI AUR GHULAM / MASTER, THE WIFE, AND THE SLAVE (1962)

			Director: Abrar Alvi

			Story/Screenplay: Bimal Mitra, Abrar Alvi

			Producer: Guru Dutt 

			Cinematography: V. K. Murthy 

			Editing: Y. G. Chawhan 

			Music: Hemant Kumar

			Cast: Guru Dutt, Meena Kumari, Rehman, Waheeda Rehman, Nazir Husein

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 152 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (Master, the Wife, and the Slave) is a 1962 Indian Hindi film produced by Guru Dutt and directed by Abrar Alvi, one of their many successful collaborations. It is based on a Bengali novel Shaheb Bibi Golam by Bimal Mitra and is a critical take on the dismantling of feudalism in Bengal during the British Raj. It depicts the decline of the old landed zamindari families of Bengal during the nineteeth century. The title of the movie and novel is a reference to the plot simultaneously exploring a platonic friendship between the beautiful but lonely wife (Bibi) of an aristocrat (Sahib) and the servant (Ghulam). 

			The film opens in an old mansion in Calcutta that is being demolished by a group of workers. When the workers go on a lunch break, their supervisor (Dutt) wanders through the building, and a flashback starts to the end of nineteenth-century Bengal. The lower-class but well-educated Bhootnath (also Dutt) arrives in Calcutta from the mofussil (village) to find work. He manages to find a place to live, the grand haveli of the Choudhurys, a family of Bengali landowners (zamindars). He also finds work in a Sindoor factory run by the liberal Subinay Babu, a dedicated member of the Brahmo Samaj. Subinay Babu’s daughter Jaba (Waheeda Rehman) finds Bhootnath very amusing for his unsophisticated villager ways. Bhootnath, on the other hand, is very interested in the lives of the Choudhurys and observes their rich and decadent lifestyle.

			Chhoti Bahu (Kumari) is an alcoholic who tries her best to keep her husband Chote Sarkar (Rehman) at home. One night, the servant Bansi (Dhumal), visits Bhoothath and makes acquaintance with Chhoti Bahu who wants him to get some Sindoor from the Mohan Sindoor factory as she thinks the power of it can save her failing marriage. Bhootnath is enamored by her beauty and, over time, gains her confidence and friendship. However, one day he is stuck in a crossfire between the freedom fighters and the British. Jaba looks after him during his recovery.

			When Chhoti Bahu’s repeated attempts to keep her husband from leaving the house fail, she instead becomes his drinking companion so he doesn’t have to go out to drink. Around the same time, Jaba gets engaged to Supavitra, a member of the Bramho Samaj, but when her father dies she no longer feels the need to keep this commitment and breaks off the marriage. Bhootnath leaves to become an architect, returning several years later to find the mansion in ruin, Chhoti Bahu an alcoholic, and Chhote her husband paralyzed. When Bhootnath accompanies Chhoti to a nearby shrine to pray for her husband, they get accosted by the elder zamindar who thinks they are having an affair. He sends his henchmen to abduct Chhoti and knock Bhootnath unconscious. The fate of Chhoti remains unknown at this point, with the flashback ending. In the present, we learn that Bhootnath’s workers found a skeleton in the ruins of the house. From the clothes and jewelry around her, Bhootnath shockingly realizes it is the corpse of Chhoti Bahu. In the final scene, we see a heartbroken Bhootnath going away with Jaba, whom we learn is now married to him. 

			The film’s music by Hemant Kumar was well appreciated. The movie was a major critical and commercial success, with critics largely attributing it to Meena Kumari’s performance as Chhoti Bahu. Rajadhyaksha and Willemen compare the film to Satyajit Ray’s Jalsaghar (1958), which was also a commentary on Bengal’s decaying feudalism. They further submit that Dutt’s film is a romantic and somewhat nostalgic tale about a bygone era, presenting the past and the future through the contradictory attitudes of two female figures.1 Meena Kumari’s skillful performance, redolent with sensuality (e.g., the scene where she entices her husband to stay by her side through the song “Na jao saiyan,” sung by Geeta Dutt), is counterpointed by Waheeda Rehman’s robust and girlish presence.

			The film won four Filmfare Awards, including the Best Movie Award, and was nominated for the Golden Bear at the 13th Berlin International Film Festival. It was also chosen as India’s official entry to the Oscars. 

			SALAAM BOMBAY! / SALUTE BOMBAY! (1988)

			Director: Mira Nair

			Story/Screenplay: Mira Nair, Sooni Taraporevala

			Producer: Mira Nair 

			Cinematography: Sandi Sissell 

			Editing: Barry Alexander Brown 

			Music: L. Subramaniam

			Cast: Shafiq Syed, Hansa Vithal, Chanda Sharma, Raghuvir Yadav, Anita Kanwar, Nana Patekar

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 113 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (MGM)

			Salaam Bombay! (Salute Bombay!) chronicles the day-to-day life of children living on the streets of Bombay, India’s biggest city. The movie was a critical success that received several national and international awards.

			It begins with Krishna (Syed) setting fire to his bullying older brother’s motorbike. This lands him in trouble with their mother who leaves him in Apollo Circus and tells him he cannot come back home until he has earned enough money to repair his brother’s bike. Krishna takes on this challenge and starts working for the circus. One day when he is out on an errand, he comes back to find that the circus has left him behind. He realizes he does not have a job and still cannot go back home as he still hasn’t earned the cost of motorbike repairs, five hundred rupees. He decides to try his luck in the big city and travels to Bombay. When he arrives, he is soon robbed of what little he has. However, he decides to befriend the street urchins who stole from him and ends up in Falklands Road, a well-known crime-ridden red-light area.

			There he comes in contact with the thief Chillum (Yadav), a drug addict. Chillum helps Krishna get a small job serving customers at the Grant Road tea stall. We are then introduced to Baba (Patekar), the drug leader of the area, who employs people like Chillum. His wife is a prostitute, and they have a young daughter. She is very keen on moving from this area, but Baba has no intention of doing so.          
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					Chanda Sharma in Salaam Bombay! (1988).

					Source: Cinecon / Photofest © Cinecon.

				

			

			Krishna keeps working hard to earn the five hundred rupees he needs to return home to his mother, but because of the surroundings and kind of work he receives, he finds it taking much longer than expected. He also falls in love with a girl named Sola Saal, which literally means “sixteen years.” Krishna wants to escape with her and sets fire to the room to create a diversion and escape. Unfortunately, they get caught, and Sola Saal, a virgin, is made to sleep with Baba. The fire also causes Krishna to get a severe beating, and he loses his job. He tries his hand at a variety of other jobs to sustain himself and Chillum, whose drug addiction has become worse. After much hard work, Krishna manages to save three hundred rupees only to learn in a heartbreaking moment that it was stolen by Chillum and used by him to overdose on drugs. 

			One night when returning home from work, the boys and Baba’s daughter are apprehended by the police and taken to a juvenile home. Baba’s wife tries to get her daughter out, but because she is a sex worker the police do not want to release her daughter. Krishna goes back to Sola Saal and asks her to run away with him, but she says she does not care for Krishna; now a prostitute herself, she leaves to visit her first client. In a dramatic final scene, we see an enraged Krishna kill Baba and attempt to run away with Baba’s wife, but they soon become separated in a Ganesh Chaturthi parade, thus indicating that Krishna fails to find happiness yet again.

			Nair’s films have been called, by such scholars as Naficy, “accented.”2 Desai argues that Nair’s movies can be read as oppositional and resistant, owing to her author-location, the independent mode of production of her films, and the films’ thematics of race, gender, globalization, and migration.3

			The movie did not feature any original songs, though it did revisit some older Bollywood classics such as “Mera Naam Chin Chin Chu” (“My Name Is Chin Chin Chu”). Scholars such as Parciack maintain the movie was responsible for that song entering the Israeli public sphere where it became immensely popular after almost forty years since the original song was first released in the movie Howrah Bridge (1951).4 The film won the National Film Award for Best Feature Film in Hindi, the National Board of Review Award for Top Foreign Film, the Golden Camera and Audience awards at the Cannes Film Festival, and three awards at the Montréal World Film Festival. The film was India’s second film submission to be nominated for the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. 

			SANT TUKARAM / SAINT TUKARAM (1936)

			Directors: Vishnupant Govind Damle, Sheikh Fattelal

			Story/Screenplay: Shivram Vashikar

			Producer: Prabhat Film Company 

			Cinematography: V. Avadho 

			Music: Keshavrao Bhole

			Cast: Vishnupant Pagnis, Gauri, B. Nandrekar

			Language: Marathi

			Specs: 131 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Sant Tukaram (Saint Tukaram) is considered an important film in the Indian film historiography. It received international recognition after being screened at the Venice Film Festival and became a model for future devotional films made in India. 

			The film is set in seventeenth-century Dehu, Maharashtra, and tells the story of Tukaram, a farmer who has lost all interest after his domestic life is shattered by the death of his son and wife in a famine. This also causes him to neglect his second wife, Jijai, and their two children. Around this time, Tukaram starts gaining a small group of followers for his verses and sermons, but Salomalo, a high-caste Brahmin, is jealous of his religious following and popularity. He questions the originality of Tukaram’s verses, claiming these were stolen from him; he also questions the right of someone of Tukaram’s caste (shudra) to examine the Hindu Vedas scriptures, a right reserved only for high-caste Brahmins.

			Salomalo gets help from Pandit Rameshwar Shastri, a learned Brahmin scholar and religious authority who backs his claims through false evidence. Shastri tells Tukaram that he must atone for his lies and should destroy his work and never discuss religion again. Tukaram agrees but then fasts by the riverside with his family where he had immersed his work. By a miracle, God returns all his verses to him. Shastri’s health takes a bad turn, and he realizes this is punishment for his treachery and joins Tukaram as one of his devotees. Salomalo does not stop there and meets the Maratha king Sivaji, but he sees through this and becomes a disciple of Tukaram as well. Salomalo then turns to the Mughals who are Sivaji’s enemies, but Tukaram protects the kingdom when the Mughals come to Dehu. Tukaram’s popularity spreads across the kingdom; people come from all over bearing gifts for him, but he refuses them all. When Tukaram feels that he has spread the message of God, he asks to be taken to death, and God himself comes to do that. The film uses a lot of cinematic tropes to heighten the miraculous and magical nature of the film. The film borrows heavily from mythological tales and religious texts about the saint to depict him as a true disciple of god.

			The film is described to emphasize the Gandhian philosophy of nonviolence. Rachel Dwyer notes that the Indian Motion Pictures Congress in its 1939 session praised the film as extolling the ethos of nationalism, Gandhian ideals, and the devotional bhakti movement. She further notes that the film is regarded as the archetypal classic of saint film genre. As Dwyer notes, 

			The sant films are nearly all set in the pre-British period, often during the so-called “Muslim period” of medieval Indian history, although they do not refer to this directly. This background may well have been important for the original audiences of these films, who watched them under British rule.5

			These films, according to Dwyer, were also celebrated for their anti-communal messages.6

			Most of the songs of the film were Tukaram’s own verses, except one song by Shantaram Athavale, written so realistically in Tukaram’s style of writing that confused scholars contacted the filmmakers to know more about the source. Sant Tukaram broke box office records by being the first Indian film to run in a single theater for more than a year—a runaway success and an all-time record for the time, as it ran for 57 weeks continually. On the eve of the celebration of one hundred years of Indian cinema, filmmaker Shyam Benegal considered this classic movie a key text of Indian cinematic historiography. Benegal calls it a “work of cinematic craftsmanship,” and regards it as “an extraordinary achievement.”7 

			SAPTAPADI / THE RITUAL OF THE SEVEN STEPS (1961)

			Director: Ajoy Kar

			Story/Screenplay: Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay

			Producer: Uttam Kumar 

			Cinematography: Ajoy Kar

			Editing: Ardhendu Chatterjee 

			Music: Hemanta Mukherjee

			Cast: Suchitra Sen, Uttam Kumar, Chhabi Biswas, Chhaya Devi, Jennifer Kapoor (voice), Tarun Kumar, Utpal Dutt (voice)

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 163 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Saptapadi (The Ritual of the Seven Steps) is a 1961 Indian Bengali romantic drama film by Ajoy Kar. It is regarded as the one of the many commercial successes of the star pairing of Uttam-Suchitra. The story is based on a novel of the same title written by Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay in 1958. The film was produced by Uttam Kumar who also starred in the film.

			The film is set in the early 1940s pre-independent India. Krishnendu (Uttam Kumar), is a young Bengali Hindu student who falls in love with an Anglo-Indian girl, Rina Brown (Suchitra Sen). Both are studying at the Calcutta Medical College and have lots of common interests such as music and sports. The film also features intertextual references to Shakespearean tragedies such as Othello, which was voiced by Utpal Dutt. However, the love and promise of marriage is shattered for them as they meet conservative opposition from society and family (especially Krishnendu’s orthodox Hindu father) due to their difference in religion. The movie is set as a series of flashbacks through Krishnendu’s memory when he sees an unconscious Rina in a military hospital. 

			Gooptu, in Bengali Cinema: An Other Nation, has argued that the Uttam-Suchitra pairing is one of the key moments of Bengal cinematic history as it signified a balance and permanence in the increasingly volatile world of Bengal, which was marked by social and political upheavals of the postindependence era. Gooptu further notes: 

			Marked by its powerful emotional content and fraught with tensions produced by the need to make ethical choices, the genre . . . signified the angst of a society in the throes of transition, which nonetheless endeavored to preserve a distinctive identity, and its joie de vivre.8

			The Uttam-Suchitra films have been analyzed with respect to the ethical crisis of Bengali life as signified by momentous historical events such as the Bengal famine of 1942, the Partition in 1947, and the post-Partition refugee crisis.

			The Uttam-Suchitra pairing can be almost read in opposition to the films that were being made by realist filmmakers such as Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, and Ritwik Ghatak during this time.9 This movie is also a major landmark for its depiction of the Anglo-Indian community in Bengal. There have been very few such films made, with Aparna Sen’s 36 Chowringhee Lane perhaps being the best known.10 Saptapadi, the Hindu ritual of marriage, is used in this film to signify the fidelity and obstacles of true love. Sen’s character of Rina Brown was so popular that for a long time she started being referred to as Rina Brown. Good storytelling and the use of star power in the film ensured that it was a critical and commercial success.

			The movie won several awards with the two most notable ones being the silver prize for best actress for Suchitra Sen at the Moscow International Film Festival and the Certificate of Merit for Second Best Feature Film in Bengali at the 1961 National Film Awards. 

			SATYA / TRUTH (1998)

			Director: Ram Gopal Varma

			Story/Screenplay: Anurag Kashyap, Saurabh Shukla 

			Producers: Ram Gopal Verma, Bharat Shah 

			Cinematography: Gerard Hooper, Mazhar Kamran 

			Editing: Apurva Asrani 

			Music: Vishal Bhardwaj, Sandeep Chowta

			Cast: J. D. Chakravarthy, Urmila Matondkar, Manoj Bajpayee, Govind Namdev, Paresh Rawal, Saurabh Shukla, Aditya Srivastava, Makarand Deshpande, Jeeva, Shefali Shah

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 170 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Satya (Truth) is a Hindi crime film directed by Ram Gopal Varma. It is the first film of Varma’s Gangster trilogy—the other two being Company (2002) and D (2005)—telling the story of Satya, an immigrant who comes to Mumbai seeking his fortune but instead gets sucked into the Mumbai underworld. 

			The film begins with Satya (Chakravarthy) coming to Bombay to find work. He gets a job waiting tables at a dance bar where he gets into a fight with a local gangster, Jagga (Jeeva) who subsequently frames him and gets him arrested. In prison, Satya comes in contact with Bhiku Mhatre (Bajpayee), who is on trial for the murder of a film producer. Even though they begin by clashing, Mhatre and Satya end up becoming friends, with Mhatre arranging for his release. With Mhatre’s help, Satya kills Jagga and joins his gang. Mhatre had been in the gang with Guru, Kallu (Shukla), Mule (Deshpande), and Jhawle (Namdeo) before, but Jhawle’s entry into politics split the gang in two with Narayan heading one faction while Mhatre headed the other one with Mule and Kallu. Jhawle remained neutral as he needed to work with both gangs and persuaded them to maintain a truce. Jagga’s killing broke this truce, and Narayan reneges on his promise by attacking Mhatre’s men. Mhatre decides to seek revenge with Narayan’s death, but is stopped by Jhawle as it is just before the elections. 

			However, Satya advises Mhatre to ignore Jhawle’s orders and assassinate Narayan anyway. Mhatre does that and thus becomes the sole gang leader. Jhawle calls a truce with Mhatre, recognizing how powerful he has become. Satya, on the other hand, meets and falls in love with Vidya (Matondkar), an aspiring singer who is his next-door neighbor. Unknown to her, Satya tries to help her career by threatening a music director harm unless he hired her. Vidya, who is still unknown to Satya’s underworld connection, gets caught up in a police raid while watching a movie with Satya. Satya manages to escape with Vidya by firing a gun in the theater, resulting in a stampede and causing many innocent deaths. Satya decides he wants to leave this world behind and start a new life with Vidya. Mhatre promises to send them to Dubai.

			However, for having disobeyed Jhawle’s command, Mhatre is killed at Jhawle’s victory party; Jhawle then sends Mule and Kallu (who are unaware of these developments) to kill Satya. But instead, Kallu kills Mule and informs Satya about what has happened. Vidya thus comes to know about Satya’s underworld connections and is upset. Satya tries to seek revenge by killing Jhawle but is injured in the process. Kallu arranges for transport to take him and Satya to Dubai, but Satya insists on meeting Vidya one last time. However, the police are waiting to apprehend Satya, and he is ultimately killed in front of Vidya and dies at her feet.  

			Ganti calls the movie “India’s first authentic gangster film,” arguing that the “cinematography, mise-en-scene, editing, lighting design, dialogues, characterizations, and depiction of violence established new norms for films of this genre.”11 This movie also spawned an entire series of gangster films with the director Ram Gopal Varma becoming a household name. Years later, Varma made three sequels, Company, D, and Satya 2 (2013), though none of them became as popular as the original.

			The film was screened at several international film festivals during and after the theatrical release. Following commercial success, the movie was critically applauded and went on to win six Filmfare Awards, including the Filmfare Critics Award for Best Movie, and four Star Screen Awards. 

			SHAAN / PRIDE (1980)

			Director: Ramesh Sippy 

			Story/Screenplay: Salim Khan, Javed Akhtar

			Producer: G. P. Sippy 

			Cinematography: S. M. Anwar 

			Editing: M. S. Shinde 

			Music: R. D. Burman

			Cast: Sunil Dutt, Amitabh Bachchan, Shashi Kapoor, Shatrughan Sinha, Rakhee Gulzar, Parveen Babi, Bindiya Goswami, Kulbhushan Kharbanda, Mac Mohan, Johnny Walker

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 181 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Shaan (Pride) is an action thriller made by Ramesh Sippy after his successful earlier venture Sholay (Embers, 1975). It had a number of well-known stars and was expected to have a similar—if not more successful—run than Sholay. 

			The film begins with Deputy Commissioner of Police Shiv Kumar (Dutt) returning home to wife Sheetal (Gulzar) and their young daughter to announce that he has been transferred to Bombay. His two brothers, Vijay (Bachchan) and Ravi (Kapoor), already live in Mumbai. Despite being intelligent, they spend their time idling away and conning innocent people. The tables turn on them when they are tricked by Chacha (Walker) and Renu (Goswami). Vijay and Ravi then decide to join them in swindling other people and are very soon joined by Sunita (Babi). Ultimately one of their tricks goes wrong, landing the two brothers in jail. Shiv is angry and embarrassed but gets them out of jail and tells them they must mend their ways and start leading a more decent life. In the midst of this there is also a mysterious man (Sinha) who apparently keeps trying to kill Shiv. Vijay and Ravi advise Shiv to leave his job but he is steadfast in his commitment to fighting crime and safeguarding his country.

			Around this time, Shakaal (Kharbanda), a sadistic international gangster, is introduced. He captures Shiv and tells him to join his forces, but the honest Shiv refuses and tries to escape, only to be set upon by wild dogs and shot dead by Shakaal. As Vijay and Ravi are mourning their loss, the mysterious man shows up and introduces himself as Rakesh (Sinha), claiming that he was hired to kill Shiv but deliberately kept missing his mark. He further confesses he was blackmailed into doing this by Shakaal, who has kidnapped his wife.

			Shakaal finds out about this and has Rakesh’s wife killed. Rakesh is now keen to join forces with Vijay and Ravi to bring down Shakaal. Shakaal tries to stop them by capturing Sheetal Kumar. The avenging trio, who do not know Shakaal’s island hideout, are unexpectedly assisted by a former aide of Shakaal who takes them to the island den. Posing as a musical troupe, Vijay and Ravi enter to perform—and rescue Sheetal. However, once there they learn Shakaal’s aide has double-crossed them, and the duo is taken. The entire group fights, and our heroes manage to rescue Sheetal and escape the island just before it blows up with Shakaal and his henchmen still there. 

			Ganti, writing about director Ramesh Sippy, says this movie “set new standards in Hindi filmmaking in terms of cinematography, editing, stunt sequences, and the depiction of violence.”12 The songs were extremely popular with the title sequence and song “Dosto se Pyaar Kiya, Dushmanon se badla liya” (“I Loved My Friends and Took Revenge on My Enemies”) stylistically reminiscent of James Bond musical themes. The other song, which remains popular even today, is the romantic number “Jaanu Meri Jaan” (“My Love”) performed by Kishore Kumar and Asha Bhosle. The movie received two Filmfare Awards: for Cinematography and for Best Performance in a Negative Role (awarded to Kulbhushan Kharbanda for his portrayal of Shakaal). The character of Shakaal was based on the James Bond supervillain Ernst Stavro Blofeld.

			SHAREY CHUATTAr / seventy-four and half (1953)

			Director: Nirmal Dey

			Story/Screenplay: Bijon Bhattacharya, Nirmal Dey

			Producer: Nirmal Dey 

			Cinematography: Amal Das, Nirmal Dey 

			Editing: Kali Raha 

			Music: Kalipada Sen

			Cast: Tulsi Chakraborty, Molina Devi, Uttam Kumar, Suchitra Sen, Bhanu Bannerjee, Jahar Roy

			Language: Bengali

			Specs: 111 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Sharey Chuattar (Seventy-Four and Half) is a 1953 Indian Bengali comedy, directed by Nirmal Dey and based on a story by Bijon Bhattacharya, starring the hit screen couple Uttam-Suchitra. Contemporary playback singers like Dhananjay, Dwijen Mukherjee, Shamol Mitra, and Manabendra Mukherjee also performed in this film. This was the first movie launching the screen duo Uttam-Suchitra as the star couple.

			The film opens in the Annapurna boardinghouse owned by Rajanibabu (Chakraborty), home to a number of residents, all living mostly in peace as the boardinghouse is managed democratically. The story begins with Romola (Sen), a distant relative of Rajanibabu, and her family moving in after having been evicted from their rented property. Rajanibabu manages to convince the other boarders about letting Romola and her family stay, and they all vote decisively in favor. One of the residents, Rampriti (Kumar), the son from a wealthy family, who is also staying at the boardinghouse but was away during the vote, returns to find Romola there. Rampriti and Romola do not get along in the beginning but over time fall in love, much to the amusement and teasing from the other residents of the house. Rajanibabu acts as the intermediary who passes their love letters. However, once during a heated argument with his own wife (Devi), Rajanibabu exits the house in the middle of the night leaving a letter behind, which makes his wife believe that he is having an extramarital affair.

			Rajanibabu wants to support Rampriti and Romola, so he starts making arrangements for their wedding and informs their respective families. Rajanibabu’s wife, on the other hand, starts praying and calling on the gods to bring him back, still falsely believing that he is having an affair. She goes to confront her husband and bring him back when Rajanibabu explains the origins of the letter. When the other residents find out, they start teasing Rajanibabu and his wife about it. The picture ends with a parting shot of Rampriti and Romola sitting on the marriage altar. While this was the launch vehicle for the Uttam-Suchitra pairing, the true stars of the film were Molina Devi and Tulsi Chakraborty who cemented their positions as great comic actors of Bengal.

			Rajadhyaksha and Willemen argue that Nirmal Dey was an important figure in Indian film history who was unfairly never as celebrated as some of his contemporaries. They note that Satyajit Ray rated Sharey Chuattar among the most important early Bengali sound films, regarding the director as the first genuine purveyor of Bengali social comedies. Writing about the Uttam-Suchitra pairing, they note the duo almost became a genre unto themselves.13 Uttam-Suchitra also ushered a sense of modernity in Bengali cinema where individual free will was celebrated over the collective importance of the family and social unit. Writing about this, Gooptu argues that in the “morally legible” world of Uttam-Suchitra, the romantic couple was empowered to make ethical choices, appropriating that role, as it were, from established figures of authority. 

			The film had no musical impact, was not particularly successful at the box office, nor did it receive any major awards, but the introduction of the Uttam-Suchitra pair—who went on to rule the Bengali film industry for the next few decades—is perhaps its greatest achievement.

			SHOLAY / EMBERS (1975)

			Director: Ramesh Sippy 

			Story/Screenplay: Salim Khan, Javed Akhtar

			Producer: G. P. Sippy 

			Cinematography: Dwarka Divecha 

			Editing: M. S. Shinde 

			Music: R. D. Burman

			Cast: Dharmendra, Sanjeev Kumar, Hema Malini, Amitabh Bachchan, Jaya Bhaduri, Amjad Khan

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 198 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Sholay (Embers) is one of the most popular films ever made in Bollywood featuring Amitabh Bachchan and Dharmendra as the popular Jai and Veeru pair.

			The film opens in the small village of Ramgarh, where retired policeman Thakur Baldev Singh (Kumar) seeks the help of a pair of thieves, Jai (Bachchan) and Veeru (Dharmendra), who had once been arrested by him. Thakur feels that the two are looking to change their lifestyles, and, given this, they would be in an ideal position to help him capture Gabbar Singh (Khan), a dacoit who has been running rampant in Ramgarh. There is also a financial reward for Gabbar’s capture from the government, which Thakur says he will increase if Jai and Veeru can capture Gabbar alive and present the dacoit before him. Jai and Veeru soon get involved in the village life and protect the villagers the first time Gabbar sends his men to loot. In revenge, Gabbar soon attacks the village on the festival of Holi and corners the duo. Jai and Veeru fight back and drive the dacoits out of the village. However, they are upset that Thakur, who had a gun by his side, did not come to their aid—it is soon revealed that Thakur’s entire family had been killed and his hands cut off in a previous encounter with Gabbar’s men. This had been hidden from Jai and Veeru through a shawl Thakur always wore.

			Jai and Veeru decide to stay on and fight Gabbar. During this time, Veeru falls in love with the feisty Basanti (Malini), who returns his affections, while Jai is drawn to the shy and reclusive widowed daughter-in-law of Thakur, Radha (Bhaduri). The duo again fights with Gabbar, but this time Jai sacrifices himself by blowing up dynamite to keep Gabbar’s men away, dying in Veeru’s arms. An angry Veeru storms Gabbar’s den to avenge Jai’s death and is about to kill Gabbar when he is reminded by Thakur about his promise to hand him over alive. Thakur then uses his special spiked shoes to crush Gabbar’s hands before handing him over to the police. When Veeru is about to return, he finds that Basanti has been waiting patiently for him while we see Radha is lonely again, having lost her second love.      
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					Amjad Khan in Sholay (1975).

					Source: Eros Entertainment, Inc. / Photofest © Eros Entertainment, Inc.

				

			

			There are several important themes running through the film, such as the glorification of violence, the conformation to feudal ethos, the debate between social order and mobilized usurpers, homosocial bonding, and the film’s role as a national allegory. Wimal Dissanayake argues that Sholay brought a new stage in the evolving dialectic between violence and social order to Indian cinema,14 while Madhava Prasad states that Jai and Veeru represent a marginalized population introduced into conventional society. Prasad further argues that, through the elements of revenge included in the plot and the application of Jai and Veeru’s criminality for the greater good, the narrative reflects reactionary politics, and the audience is compelled to accept feudal order.15 Dissanayake also explains the popularity of the character of Gabbar Singh. Instead of being a figure of pure revulsion, he became a figure of fascination through the dialogue and mannerisms of his “tough guy” character, and this element of spectacle outweighed his actions, a first for Indian melodrama. Dissanayake notes that the depiction of violence in the film was glamorized and uninhibited. He further notes that, unlike earlier melodramas in which the female body occupies the audience’s attention as an object of male fetish, in Sholay, the male body becomes the centerpiece. It becomes the battleground where good and evil compete for supremacy. Dissanayake also argues that the film’s violence, revenge, and vigilante action could be read as allegorical of the political scenario in India, which was under emergency rule.

			Scholars such as Meghani and Dasgupta have also written about the male homosocial bonding in the film, which has not been commented upon previously. Meghani argues that Sholay’s yaars (friends), Jai and Veeru, both end up in heterosexual subplots, but it is the love between them that takes center stage and precludes Sholay becoming a heteronormative romance. The song that articulates their relationship is “Yeh Dosti,” which translates as “This Friendship.” Bound together in the way that Krishna and Arjuna are spoken of, these two will be together “even in death.” Singing the song to one another, they share victory, loss, and sorrow, and they will risk their lives for each other.16 Dasgupta agrees with this assessment by claiming 

			this space of homo-social male bonding within which dosti and yaarana are inscribed, then becomes a subversive space within which queer desires are referenced and articulated. It is significant to note that the concepts of yaarana and dosti have been central to much queer reading of Indian cinema.17

			“Yeh Dosti” became a national anthem of sorts, but other songs in the film, such as “Mehboba Mehbooba” (“Lover Lover”), were also very popular. The picture did record business; it was nominated for nine Filmfare Awards and won several other awards.

			SILSILA / EVENTS/AFFAIR (1981)

			Director: Yash Chopra

			Story/Screenplay: Preeti Bedi, Yash Chopra, Sagar Sarhadi, Romesh Sharma

			Producer: Yash Chopra 

			Cinematography: Kay Gee 

			Editing: Keshav Naidu 

			Music: Shiv-Hari

			Cast: Amitabh Bachchan, Shashi Kapoor, Jaya Bachchan, Rekha, Sanjeev Kumar, Kulbhushan Kharbanda

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 182 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Yash Raj Films)

			Silsila (Events/Affair) is a romantic drama that was controversial from the very beginning for allegedly being inspired by the love triangle among the three main stars, Amitabh Bachchan, Jaya Bachchan, and Rekha.

			The picture opens with Shekhar Malhotra (Kapoor) and Amit Malhotra (Amitabh Bachchan) who are brothers leading their own independent lives. Shekhar is in love with Shobha (Jaya Bachchan), while Amit is trying to court Chandni (Rekha). Amit is a professional playwright who has recently tasted success and is seen in the company of artistes and intellectuals in the elite Delhi circuits. Chandni is impressed by Amit’s dedication and love toward his profession and decides to start a relationship with him.

			However, things do not go according to plan. A pregnant Shobha was about to marry Shekhar, but he suddenly dies in a plane crash. Amit realizes this puts Shobha in a very precarious social position and decides to marry her while writing to Chandni to forget him. Chandni is heartbroken by this news and goes on to marry Dr. V. K. Anand (Kumar), even though she is not in love with him. Shobha loses the child in a miscarriage, and with no child to hold their marriage together, Amit and Shobha grow apart. Meanwhile, Amit and Chandni have a chance encounter and have an affair, which remains a secret from both their partners. Chandni has an accident on her way to meet Amit, and the case gets handed to Shobha’s cousin Kulbhushan (Kharbanda). Kulbhushan realizes that Amit and Chandni have rekindled their romance, and he is now determined to expose this. 

			At this point, Amir realizes their loveless marriage cannot carry on any longer, and he tells Shobha he wants to leave her for Chandni. The news devastates Shobha who, despite knowing about this affair, believed it would be over soon. She is determined that if her love for Amit is real then he will return. Dr. Anand, too, has now found out about Chandni’s infidelity and similarly believes that this will be over soon. In a final twist to the story, when Chandni and Amit are about to leave they discover that Dr. Anand has had an accident, and they rush to try to help him. When he is rescued from the wreckage, Chandni realizes that she still loves him, and Shobha also tells Amit that she is expecting his child. Both couples reunite with their respective spouses.

			Dwyer calls this a bold film because while there are several films that deal with extramarital love, this was the first film to show its consummation. According to her, the film even asks whether adultery can actually be romantic.18

			The music remains very popular with songs such as “Dekha Ek Khwab” (“I Saw a Dream”) and “Ye Kahaa Aa Gaye Hum” (“Where Have We Come”) still considered some of the most romantic songs of all time. Rajadhyaksha and Willemen note that Bachchan sang his own songs and declaimed numerous poetic couplets addressed to Chandni, fully exploiting his deep baritone voice, a key aspect of his star persona.19 Songs picturized in Dutch tulip fields also helped promote Rekha’s image as a glamorous but unattainable object of desire. Despite the controversy surrounding the film due to its stars’ romantic off-screen entanglements, the film fared only average business at the box office, much below expectations. Over the years, it has gained a cult following, however. This was also the last film to feature Rekha with Amitabh Bachchan, putting an end to this popular on-screen pairing and their rumored off-screen affair. 

			SURYAMUKHI (1963)

			Director: Prafulla Sengupta

			Story/Screenplay: Gurukrushna Goswami, Saumendra Misra

			Producer: Saumendra Misra 

			Cinematography: Kanai Dey 

			Editing: Sukumar Sengupta 

			Music: Shantanu Mahapatra

			Cast: Saumendra Misra, Meenati, Sukhalata Mohanty, Dhira Biswal

			Language: Odriya

			Specs: runtime N/A; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			The 1960s was a golden period for Oriya-language films, witnessing the release of several movies, many being considered classics in the canon of Oriya. Suryamukhi was one of them, and it remains well appreciated for its novel narrative and filmic techniques.

			The film narrates the story of two brothers, Raju (Saumendra Misra) and Mohan, who live in a remote Eastern Indian village with their mother. Gita (Mohanty) is a simple village girl who is in love with Raju, but he is unaware of this. Raju is concentrating on his academics and career as he harbors a dream of moving to Cuttack for his higher education. Once he moves there, he meets Usha (Meenati), daughter of the wealthy patron Rai Bahadur. Usha is smitten by Raju’s simplicity, honesty, and intellect. However, Rai Bahadur is unable to accept his daughter being in love with a poor boy from the village and tries to break up their relationship. He uses all opportunities to insult Raju and make his life miserable in the city. In desperation, Raju finally leaves Cuttack and decides to start all over again. 

			Meanwhile, Raju’s widowed mother sends Mohan and Lokanath (Biswal) to find Raju and bring him home. Lokanath meets Rai Bahadur, who happens to be his old friend, but is unable to ascertain the current whereabouts of Raju. Lokanath uses this opportunity to get Mohan and Usha married and asks Bahadur for his permission. Bahadur agrees, and Mohan and Usha marry.  

			Raju eventually finds a job in a factory but tragedy strikes him there when, due to an accident, his loses his eyesight. His mother finds out about this, and the shock resulting from this discovery eventually kills her. Raju is admitted to a hospital where he is fully cured and regains his eyesight. When he returns home, he is devastated to learn that Usha has married Mohan. Usha convinces him that Anita, whose love he never reciprocated, was still in love with him and he should consider marrying her. The film finally ends with Raju and Gita getting married.

			The history of Oriya-language cinema in India is quite limited and patchy with not much serious scholarship in the area. Scholars such as Shyamhari Chakra attribute the year 1936 as the beginning of Oriya-language films with the first being Sita Bibaha (Wedding of Sita). Chakra tracks the beginning of Oriya-language movies to the work of the pioneering Mohan Sundar Deba Goswami, who is also called the father of Oriya cinema. His inspiration came from the early talkies and from the exciting films being produced the neighboring city of Kolkata. However, there were no other films produced in Orissa for fourteen years until 1947 when another devotional genre film, Sri Jagannath, was released to much fanfare celebrating India’s independence.20 In writing about the devotional genre in Indian cinema, Dwyer claims that it has been ever present as the dominant worldview of Indian cinema, “not just represented directly by divine presences or by religious communities, but also manifested in ways of creating an ideal world through the individual, the family, and society.”21 The films do not just show literal representations grounded in wider concerns of customs and society. By the 1960s, however, when Suryamukhi was released, Oriya filmmakers were more willing to take risks and try non-devotional film genres. 

			The film is best remembered for introducing two Hindi film playback singers, Lata Mangeshkar and Manna Dey, to the Oriya industry. The songs were composed by Shantanu Mahapatra and had lyrics by Gurukrushna Goswami. The film was critically appreciated, winning the National Film Award for Best Feature Film in Oriya at the 10th National Film Awards. The picture also did significantly well at the box office.  

			SWAYAMVARAM / ONE’S OWN CHOICE (1973)

			Director: Adoor Gopalkrishnan

			Story/Screenplay: Adoor Gopalkrishnan, K. P. Kumaran

			Producer: Chitralekha Film Cooperative 

			Cinematography: Mankada Ravi Varma 

			Editing: Ramesan 

			Music: M. B. Sreenivasan

			Cast: Madhu, Sharada, Adoor Bhawani, K. P. A. C. Lalitha, Thikkurisi Sukumaran Nair, Bharat Gopi

			Language: Malayalam

			Specs: 131 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Swayamvaram (One’s Own Choice) is a Malayalam drama written and directed by Adoor Gopalakrishnan. The film tells the story of a couple, Viswam (Madhu) and Sita (Sharada), who have married against their parents’ wishes and want to start a new life in a new place. The title alludes to the ancient Indian practice of a girl of marriageable age choosing a husband from among a list of suitors. Swayamvaram is the directorial debut of Gopalakrishnan who has since gone on to become one of the most well-known Malayalam filmmakers. Gopalakrishnan received some of the highest civilian awards in India, including the Padma Shri in 1984 and the Padma Vibhushan in 2006, as well as the highest cinema honor, the Dadasaheb Phalke Award in 2004. 

			The film opens with Viswam and Sita having eloped against the wishes of their respective families, leading them to leave their hometown and start a new life elsewhere. After spending a blissful time in a nice hotel in a new town, they soon run out of money and are forced to move again. Viswam is a struggling writer who has had some of his stories published in local press and now is working toward having his novel, titled Nirvriti (Ecstasy), published in the newspaper. Despite a favorable meeting with one of the editors (Nair), who has read his stories, the novel is declined as Viswam is still not that well known. Sita is also struggling with finding work. She is offered a job as a sales girl, but, having no money for the required security deposit, she has to decline. The financial situation for both of them worsens, and they have to move again, this time to a slum where they encounter an old lady named Janaki (Bhawani) and a prostitute named Kalyani (Lalitha) who are their neighbors. Things reach such a precarious point that Viswam is finally forced to sell Sita’s jewelry for food.

			Viswam finally manages to get a job as a zoology teacher in college, but this is short-lived. He then accepts a job as a clerk in a timber shop with a very small salary, replacing a dismissed employee (Gopi). Through these financial insecurities Viswam and Sita continue to try to set up a stable home and are soon parents of a newborn baby. Things get worse when Viswam falls ill and needs to stop working. Sita is left to try to find medicines but cannot afford them. When she finally manages to call a doctor, it is too late as Viswam dies. Sita’s friends and neighbors attempt to persuade her to return to her family after Viswam’s death, but she refuses. The picture ends with Sita and her infant gazing at a painting from the Hindu epic Ramayana depicting “Sita Swayambara.”

			The film had visible inspiration from both Ritwik Ghatak and Satyajit Ray, which was acknowledged by the director. Pillai argues that Gopalakrishnan is one of the pioneers of Malayalam cinema who can be credited for the rise of the Indian New Wave. Writing about the film, Pillai suggests that its narrative resonates “with the crisis of the modern masculine,” arguing that 

			[t]he thematic paradigms and narrative structures of Malayalam art cinema are shaped by the idea of a social and psychological crisis of masculinity in the Kerala society of the times.22

			The film received widespread critical acclaim, pioneering the New Wave movement in Malayalam cinema and became one of the first Malayalam films to use synchronized sound and outdoor locales.23 The film also became the first Indian film to use sound as a leitmotif. It was shown at various festivals around the world and won four National Film Awards at the 20th National Film Awards in 1973, including Best Feature Film, Best Director for Gopalakrishnan, and Best Actress for Sharada.
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			36 CHOWRINGHEE LANE (1981)

			Director: Aparna Sen

			Story/Screenplay: Aparna Sen

			Producer: Shashi Kapoor 

			Cinematographer: Ashok Mehta 

			Editing: Bhanudas Divakar 

			Music: Vanraj Bhatia

			Cast: Jennifer Kendal, Debashree Roy, Dhritiman Chatterjee, Geoffrey Kendall

			Language: English

			Specs: 122 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eagle)

			36 Chowringhee Lane was the directorial debut of Aparna Sen, then a popular actress in the Bengal film industry. This primarily English-language film revolves around the life of lonely Anglo-Indian school teacher Violet Stoneham (Jennifer Kendal) who resides at the titular address. She lives a mundane life, teaching Shakespeare to reluctant students in school. After her niece’s wedding and migration to Australia, she only has Sir Toby, her cat, for company. Her brother (Geoffrey Kendal) is in the old people’s home. 

			One year after Christmas services, Ms. Stoneham runs into her old student, Nandita (Debashree Roy) and her writer boyfriend, Samaresh (Dhritiman Chatterjee). She invites them home and very soon allows them to use her flat while she is in school. The couple is delighted to find space for intimacy, and at the end of the day, Ms. Stoneham has company for tea. She gradually grows reliant on them, bereft of any other friends or family. 

			Nandita and Samaresh get married and move on with their lives. Violet wishes to bake a Christmas cake for them to bring to their home, though they have already organized a party for friends and feel she would be an embarrassment in that company. They lie, saying they will not be in town that day. 

			Unsuspecting Violet follows her heart and decides to deliver the cake to their home anyway. When she arrives, she realizes she has been deliberately kept away from the party. Hurt and humiliated, she walks back across the city late at night. As she recites lines from King Lear, her only company is the street dog who smells the cake and follows her. 

			36 Chowringhee Lane, a small psychological tale almost European in flavor, appeared for the first time in Indian cinema. Aparna Sen wrote the story in her makeup room while waiting between takes in a Bombay studio. When she adapted it to a script and showed it to Satyajit Ray, he suggested she should go to Shashi Kapoor, a leading star in Bombay at that time. Shashi Kapoor liked the story and decided to produce it. Actor and family friend Utpal Dutt suggested she cast Kapoor’s wife Jennifer Kapoor (nee Kendal) as Violet.         
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					Jennifer Kendal in 36 Chowringhee Lane (1981).

					Source: Film-Valas / Photofest © Film-Valas.

				

			

			Always with an eye for the nonnormative outsider, Sen chooses as her protagonist an aging Anglo-Indian spinster. Her lonely life spells out the marginalization of the Anglo-Indian community in the city. It is a shrinking community as most families have migrated to Australia or Canada for better prospects. Her attempt to integrate with the mainstream Bengali middle class also ends in bitter tragedy. Sen’s treatment of her isolation, her repressed desires, her dreams, and her childlike naivety is drawn largely from European cinema traditions. The slice-of-life treatment and inconclusive narrative were also distinct departures from traditional narrative cinema. Sen’s treatment of Violet’s dream sequence not only revealed the latter’s past life but also invoked self-conscious references to Bergman and Eastern European film traditions. The non-dialogic opening sequence revealed the monotonous routine of Violet’s life as she returns home in a rickshaw and enters an empty flat to make tea and open her mail. Jennifer Kendal completely inhabits the part of Violet Stoneham and draws on her Shakespearean training to deliver a highly nuanced performance. Debutant writer-director Sen reveals her eye for detail and an empathetic understanding of the human psyche. 

			Sen won the National Award for Best Director in 1982. The film won the Best Film in English Award, and Ashok Mehta won the Silver Lotus for Best Cinematography. Nominated for a BAFTA, Jennifer (Kendal) Kapoor won the Best Actor Award at the 1982 Evening Standard British Film Awards. 

			36 Chowringhee Lane marks the debut of a strong woman filmmaker who has dealt with issues of identity, class, sexuality, and nationality in her subsequent films Paroma (1984), 15 Park Avenue (2005), and Mr. and Mrs. Iyer (2002). The very choice of a slim narrative and the interface between the Anglo-Indian teacher and the middle-class Bengali couple blatantly reveal the class issues of the society. The lonely figure of Violet Stoneham flanked against the Victoria Memorial as she recites lines from King Lear evoke the colonial history of the city and the nation. Yet her dignity and heartbreak as she walks back home makes Violet Stoneham one of the most remembered characters of modern Indian cinema. 

			Further Reading

			Datta, Sangeeta, dir. The Way I See It: Women Directors in Indian Cinema. Documentary film, 2001.

			Dissanayake, Wimal. “Questions of Female Subjectivity and Patriarchy: A Reading of Three Indian Women Film Directors.” East West Journal 3, no. 2 (1989).

			“If I’d Made More Compromises I May Have Been More Successful.” Rediff.com, November 23, 1998. Accessed January 29, 2013. http://www.rediff.com/entertai/1998/nov/23apa1.htm.
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			UDTA PUNJAB / PUNJAB FLYING HIGH (2016)

			Director: Abhishek Chaubey

			Story/Screenplay: Sudip Sharma, Abhishek Chaubey

			Producers: Shobha Kapoor, Ekta Kapoor, Anurag Kahyap, Vikramaditya Motwane 

			Cinematography: Rajeev Rai 

			Editing: Meghna Machanda Sen 

			Music: Amit Trivedi, Benedict Taylor

			Cast: Shahid Kapoor, Kareena Kapoor, Alia Bhatt, Diljit Dosanjh, Satish Kaushik, Suhail Nayyar

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 148 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Reliance)

			Udta Punjab (Punjab Flying High) is a 2016 Hindi crime drama helmed by Vishal Bharadwaj’s protégée, Abhishek Chaubey. Chaubey had previously assisted Bharadwaj in a number of his projects, such as Makdee (2002), Maqbool (2003), The Blue Umbrella (2005), and Omkara (2006), before going on to make his own movies, Ishqiya (2010) and Dedh Ishqiya (2014). Udta Punjab was involved in a huge controversy for its content and topics, which generated a significant amount of uncalled-for attention among curious audiences and the media. 

			The film is divided into three linked story strands. One is that of a famous Punjabi pop singer, Tommy Singh (Shahid Kapoor), popularly known as “Gabru,” who sings songs about drugs written while under the intoxication of those drugs. He consumes cocaine in an absolutely unrestrained manner, which results in him losing his contract and subsequently landing in jail. While in prison, he meets two of his die-hard fans, who tell him that his music and songs had inspired their lives. Tommy glumly realizes the adverse effects his lyrics were having on the youth of Punjab and tries to amend his ways after his release. 

			Another story is that of a Bihari migrant girl, Bauria (Alia Bhatt), who chances upon a packet of drugs in the field where she works. She opens the packet and tastes the contents; realizing what it is, she decides to sell it. She tries to look for potential buyers but gets involved with a gang of drug peddlers who forcibly keep her under lock and key in their house. They rape her, abuse her, and forcibly make her consume drugs, resulting in an extremely sad state of affairs for her. Eventually, unable to endure the torture and abuse any further, she escapes. At this time, she meets Gabru for the first time. Gabru had been performing at his own concert in the same area when a problem occurs on stage as Gabru tries to sing preachy songs different from his original style. His audience does not like this, and they drive him off the stage. Bauria tells Gabru her story, and he tries to save her from the gang of drug peddlers; despite his many efforts, she is snatched away the next morning by the men. 

			At the same time in the neighboring village, Preet Sahni (Kareena Kapoor) is a doctor who runs a rehabilitation center for drug addicts. Also in the village is Sartaj Singh (Diljit Dosanjh), a local policeman who—despite being well aware of the large-scale drug-smuggling business going on—does not take any action. Only when tragedy hits his own home does he realize the gravity of the situation. Sartaj’s brother Balli (Prabhjyot Singh) overdoses on a locally prepared drug called Chaand. Balli’s condition becomes critical, and Sartaj takes him to the rehabilitation center run by Preet. Preet blames Sartaj for his negligence, and the two of them collaborate on a project to root out the cause of this addiction menace.

			They are successful in their venture as they are able to collect quite a mountain of evidence and reports regarding the drug-dealing business, which also involves one of Sartaj’s senior officers. By this time, Balli has recovered from his treatment and tries to escape from the rehabilitation center. Preet tries to stop him, but in the ensuing struggle, Preet is stabbed by Balli in the neck and she dies. As the police investigate and try to cover up the case, they come across Preet and Sartaj’s evidence and research.1           
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					Alia Bhatt in Udta Punjab (2016).

					Source: White Hill Production / Photofest © White Hill Production.

				

			

			Sartaj is then kept hostage and questioned by his senior about this personal project and his findings about the drug-smuggling case, which, through his inaction, inadvertently involved Sartaj as he, too, was part of this illegal business. Tommy/Gabru, who had been searching for Bauria, reaches the house where he believes she is being held captive. He enters the enclosure by climbing the walls and finds Sartaj being held at gunpoint. A fight takes place, but Bauria, Sartaj, and Balli manage to escape. The film ends with Bauria enjoying herself on the beach by the seaside, which had been her dream. 

			Heavily inspired by mentor Vishal Bharadwaj’s style of filmmaking, Abhishek Chaubey also makes films about social realism. The drug-smuggling business is a huge problem in Punjab as it is used as a transit route for drug transport from adjoining areas of Afghanistan and Pakistan into Rajasthan and Haryana. Human trafficking also remains a serious menace in India as every year adults and children are trafficked into the Middle East for sexual exploitation. Mardaani (Masculinity, 2014), starring Rani Mukherji, is a successful film dealing with child trafficking in India. 

			After the release of the trailer and the announcement of the movie’s release date, a huge controversy regarding the film’s content and theme erupted. The censor board of India believed that the film showed Punjab in a bad light and glorified the consumption of drugs. The CBFC (Central Board Film Certification) demanded that thirteen cuts be made from the film, which would amount to 89 deletions, but this was overruled by the Bombay High Court later on; the thirteen cuts were reduced to only a single one. As Namrata Joshi wrote in The Hindu: 

			Not once does Chaubey glamorise the use of drugs. Nor does he turn exploitative with the grime, filth and muck. In fact, the film is unpleasant, disturbing and raw in the way it lays the abuse bare. The lives lost to addiction cut an immensely sorry figure, more so the desperate families when things reach home.2

			The film features an ensemble cast with Alia Bhatt, daughter of director Mukesh Bhatt, playing the role of the small-town girl. She had previously acted in films where she played urban characters, including Student of the Year (2012), Kapoor and Sons (2016), and Dear Zindagi (2016). Shahid Kapoor delivers a power-packed performance as the drug-addicted pop star Tommy “Gabru” Singh. Shahid, who had started his career with a wholesome chocolate boy image in movies like Ishq Vishq (2003), Fida (2004), and Dil Maange More! (2004), made a drastic shift from this image with films dealing with more mature and serious content such as Kaminey: The Scoundrels (2009), Mausum (2011), and Haider (2014). Writing for the Times of India, Meena Iyer maintains:

			[T]his is not your sunny-side up cinema. It is stark and makes you cringe. However, its victory lies in making you empathise with its characters. As Alia and Shahid, both victims of drug and physical abuse fight their demons and destinies, you shed a silent tear. Shahid has got his act pat but Alia beats everyone hollow. Kareena and Diljit are adept.3

			Udta Punjab was nominated for a number of categories at the Filmfare Awards and won for Best Actress (Alia Bhatt), Best Film, Best Debut (Male, Diljit Dosanjh), and Critics Award for Best Actor (Shahid Kapoor). The film also received nominations at the Screen Weekly Awards as well as the Stardust Awards where it won for Best Screenplay (Abhishek Chaubey and Sudip Sharma).

			UMBARTHA / THRESHOLD (1982)

			Director: Jabbar Patel

			Story/Screenplay: Vijay Tendulkar, Vasant Dev

			Producer: Jabbar Patel 

			Cinematography: Rajan Kinagi 

			Editing: N. S. Vaidya 

			Music: Hridaynath Mangeshkar

			Cast: Smita Patil, Girish Karnad, Shrikant Moghe, Ashalata Wabgaonkar, Kusum Kulkarni, Purnima Ganu

			Language: Marathi

			Specs: 151 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Everest)

			Umbartha (Threshold) is a Marathi film based on the novel Beghar (Homeless) and tells the story of female emancipation through an individual’s quest to step outside her home to bring about societal change.

			The film opens with Sulabha Mahajan (Patil) feeling closeted within her domestic life and interested in taking a more public role in civic activism to change the society around her. A passionate citizen with strong feminist beliefs, Sulabha wants to help abused women who have been victims of physical and sexual assault. She takes the first step toward this endeavor by taking on the job of superintendent at a women’s reform home in Sangamwadi, a remote Indian village. The job is not seen as respectable to her lawyer husband Subhash (Karnad). He and his mother raise objections, finding it foolish that she is leaving behind her domestic life to go work in a rehabilitation center. The only form of consolation comes from her sister-in-law who offers to look after Sulabha’s young daughter Rani while she works in Sangamwadi.

			In her new role, Sulabha meets various challenges and is blocked through political and administrative pressures from doing her job properly. She finds out how the local politician, an MLA (member of the legislative assembly), has been using the rehabilitation center to satisfy his own sexual needs. A scandal breaks out when two women in a lesbian relationship are discovered, leading to negative press and political pressure that culminates in their suicides when faced with psychiatric help. Sulabha is framed for not having done enough during this scandal, and a one-man inquiry is set up to punish her. In one of the earliest instances of support for homosexuality in Indian cinema, we see Sulabha speaks up for this relationship, shocking everyone. Having finally had enough, Sulabha leaves the village to return to her husband. There she is given a cold reception by her mother-in-law and daughter and finds out her husband had been having an affair while she was away. His betrayal makes Sulabha change her mind, and she leaves again to follow her dream of helping and rehabilitating women in India. 

			The film raises several important issues and handles them very deftly. Historian Susie Tharu is quite critical of the lead character, however, writing, 

			In Umbartha it is clear that to search herself is, for a woman, a tragic enterprise. An enterprise in which she is doomed to fail, but can fail bravely and heroically. Such a perspective inevitably poses the problem in such a way that the solutions come from the individual, more specifically from the individual’s personality or character.4

			Umbartha was remade in Hindi as Subah (Dawn), and Ruth Vanita concurs that this was the first instance of explicit lesbianism in Bombay cinema until the infamous Girlfriend in 2004.5 

			The film won several awards including the National Film Award for Best Feature Film in Marathi in 1982 and three Maharashtra State Film Awards for Best Film, Best Director, and Best Actress. The citation for the picture by the National Award Committee read, “a sincere cinematic statement on the theme of a woman seeking to establish her identity by pursuing a career, even at the risk of alienation from her family,” thus celebrating it as a significant feminist text in Indian cinema.6

			UMRAO JAAN (1981)

			Director: Muzaffar Ali

			Story/Screenplay: Muzaffar Ali, Javed Siddiqui

			Producer: Muzaffar Ali 

			Cinematography: Pravin Bhatt 

			Editing: B. Prasad 

			Music: Khayyam

			Cast: Rekha, Seema Sathyu, Farooq Shaikh, Naseeruddin Shah, Shaukat Kaifi, Dina Pathak, Raj Babbar, Bharat Bhushan

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 145 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eagle)

			Umrao Jaan is a cult classic that tells the story of a Lucknow courtesan and her rise to fame. It is one of the two most famous courtesan films in India; the other one is Pakeezah (see the separate entry in this book).

			The film opens with Amiran (Rekha) being kidnapped from her family in Faizabad during the mid-nineteenth century and sold to Khanum Jaan (Kaifi), who runs a brothel in Lucknow to teach young courtesans. Khanum Jaan renames Amiran as “Umrao Jaan,” and teaches her how to be a cultured woman who can woo the hearts of wealthy men. Jaan is at first pursued by Gohar Mirza (Shah) but soon after falls in love with Nawab Sultan (Shaikh). However, this is short-lived as Sultan reveals he must marry as his family expects him to and cannot spend his life with a courtesan. Umrao then comes in contact with Faiz Ali (Babbar), who manages to win her heart and persuades her to elope with him. This relationship, too, ends very soon when she is forced to return to Lucknow after Ali is killed by the police. In the backdrop of all this drama is also the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, which takes its toll on Lucknow. Mirza returns to find Umrao and take her back with him, but she declines and instead leaves with the other villagers. Umrao and the other villagers reach Faizabad where, much to Umrao’s disappointment, she is not recognized and is instead asked to dance for the villagers. A bittersweet reunion follows where her mother recognizes her and asks her to stay, but her brother forbids this. She dejectedly returns to Lucknow only to find her brothel looted and left deserted.

			The film was based on the novel Umrao Jaan Ada by Mirza Ruswa. Rajadhyaksha and Willemen, citing Aijaz Ahmed, recall: 

			The scandal of Ruswa’s text is its proposition that since such a woman depends upon no one man, and because many depend on her, she is the only relatively free woman in our society. Ruswa was a very traditional man, and he was simply tired of certain kinds of moral posturing.7

			This is one of Rekha’s best films, and she outshines herself in the role of Umrao. Her sensitive performance as the tragic courtesan in the period film won her the National Award for Best Actress in 1981. Ganti notes that Rekha’s star power is enduring, and though newer actresses emerged on the scene from the late 1980s and early 1990s, Rekha continued to act; she was one of the few actresses to have a successful career into her late thirties.8 Dwyer calls her one of the great divas of Indian cinema and in this film “she looks the most beautiful.”9 Tereza Kuldova has also written about the film’s role in ushering in a new fashion aesthetic and mentions several fashion week collections that continue to be inspired by this classic film celebrating both the opulence of the courtesan era and also creating a phantasmatic version of Lucknow.10 Chakravarty describes the courtesan as a historical character and cinematic spectacle who remains “one of the most enigmatic figures to haunt the margins of Indian cultural consciousness.”11

			The film has wonderful songs, especially the ghazals that were sung by Asha Bhosle, and most especially “In aankhon ki masti” (“The Pleasure of These Eyes”) and “Dil cheez kya hai” (“What Is This Heart”). The movie was remade in 2006 by J. P. Dutta with Aishwarya Rai in the titular role. Despite being made on a lavish budget, it performed poorly at the box office and was panned by several critics comparing it to the original. The original film won several National Film and Filmfare awards for best director and best music. 

			UTTARAYANAM / THRONE OF CAPRICORN (1974)

			Director: Govindan Aravindan

			Story/Screenplay: Thikkodiyan, Govindan Aravindan

			Producer: P. Karunakaran 

			Cinematography: Mangada Ravi Varma 

			Editing: A. Rameshan 

			Music: K. Raghavan, M. B. Sreenivasan

			Cast: Dr. Mohandas, Kunju, Balan K. Nair, Adoor Bhasi, Sukumaran, Kunjandi

			Language: Malayalam

			Specs: 117 minutes; black and white

			Availability: DVD (N/A)

			Uttarayanam (Throne of Capricorn) is a Malayalam film directed by Govindan Aravindan and written by Thikkodiyan. Aravindan, who is considered the doyen of Malayalam parallel cinema, debuted with this movie. The film, which exposes opportunism and hypocrisy set against the backdrop of the independence struggle, is inspired by Aravindan’s own cartoon series, titled Cheriya Lokavum Valiya Manushyarum (Small World and a Big People).

			The story is about a disabused young man, Ravi, who has a series of ironic encounters while looking for a job. One of his mentors, Kumaran Master, and his now critically ill friend Setu, had participated in the 1942 Quit India agitations with Ravi’s father (as shown in flashback). The lawyer Gopalan Muthalaly, also a participant in those events, has become a rich contractor and an example of the corrupt postindependence bourgeoisie. Ravi abandons the city and, in a mystical ending, is initiated into “eternal truths” by a godman meditating on a mountain. The figures of the father and the ailing friend form a composite portrait of Sanjayan, a political activist, spiritualist, and satirist, and a major influence on the Calicut artists who participated in the film. Rajadhyaksha and Willemen also note that Aravindan’s debut film extended a 1960s Calicut modernism into cinema, drawing on the work of writer Pattathiruvila Karunakaran, who produced the film, and the satirical playwright Thikkodiyan, who coscripted it.12

			Director Aravindan used his experience as a cartoonist to good use in this picture. Using mythological undertones, he managed to create a satirical critique of the middle class and its many difficulties.13 It is worthwhile to point out at this point that “middle class” in India has a very different conceptualization from how it is used in the West. Dissanayake argues that Aravindan, along with a few other filmmakers like Gopalakrishnan, were fascinated by the complex and intriguing relationship among the self, social order, and modernization; they went on to explore this relationship in their films, thus providing a window into the volatile nature of Keralan society and creativity of Malayalam cinema.14 Writing about the Film Finance Corporation (FFC), Bhaskar also notes the role that this kind of funding played in the emergence of new cinema in the south like Uttarayanam.15 Pillai argues that films such as Uttarayanam were important in their “gender realignment, a rejection of the paternal masculinity of the earlier decades which is compromised into passive, emasculated male characters.”16 She further notes that films like these resonated with the crisis that was facing Keralan society with its increase in joblessness and encroachment of religion in many aspects of life. Menon reads this as a dark cynicism where filmmakers such as Aravindan, who were witnessing the changing world in increasing unemployment, were finding creative ways of responding to it.17

			The film garnered wide critical praise and several awards, including six Kerala State Film Awards (Best Film, Best Director, Best Screenplay, Best Actor, Best Art Director, Best Photography) upon release. Widely regarded as one of the finest films of Aravindan, it has influenced the parallel cinema movement in Kerala to a great extent. The picture received additional National Film Awards for Best Feature Film in Malayalam and Overall Best Feature Film.
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			ZANJEER / CHAINS (1973)

			Director: Prakash Mehra

			Story/Screenplay: Salim, Javed

			Producer: Prakash Mehra 

			Cinematography: N. Satyen 

			Editing: R. D. Mahadik 

			Music: Kalyanji, Anandji

			Cast: Amitabh Bachchan, Jaya Bhaduri, Pran, Om Prakash, Ram Sethi, Ajit Khan, Bindu

			Language: Hindi

			Specs: 145 minutes; color

			Availability: DVD (Eros Entertainment)

			Zanjeer (Chains), an action thriller directed by Prakash Mehra, was instrumental in shifting the box office popularity of Amitabh Bachchan from star to superstar.

			Young Vijay Khanna witnesses the murder of his parents by a man whom he can only identify by his bracelet and chains (zanjeer). This traumatic event leads young Vijay to recurring nightmares of a haunting white horse. Twenty years later, the adult Vijay (Bachchan) is an honest police inspector. After receiving complaints about a local man who is running gambling dens, Sher Khan (Pran), Vijay calls Khan in for questioning. After this rocky beginning, Khan chastises Vijay and tells him he only has authority because of the police uniform he wears. With that, Vijay challenges Khan to a public fight out of uniform, which he wins. Sher Khan then becomes respectful of Vijay and closes all his illegal business. 

			However, Vijay gets framed for bribery and is removed from his position as inspector. He is imprisoned for six months on trumped-up charges brought through a local gangster, Teja (Ajit). Vijay spends his time in jail planning to take revenge upon his release. Mala (Bhaduri), develops a romantic interest for Vijay and asks him to stop looking for revenge and settle down. However, Vijay thus becomes depressed—torn between his desire to get justice and the need to keep his promise to Mala to exact no more revenge. Eventually, with a concerted effort by Sher Khan to cheer up Vijay, Mala relents, vowing she will not try to control Vijay and saying he must do what is right. Ultimately, Vijay realizes that Teja was also responsible for the murder of his parents (he recognizes the zanjeer on Teja’s wrist). With Sher Khan’s help, Vijay fights Teja and his men, and after many battles, he manages to kill Teja.

			Rachel Dwyer, in 100 Bollywood Films, notes that this was the first in an entire series of films by the screenwriting duo of Salim and Javed that would star Amitabh Bachchan and establish him as the personification of the “angry young man.”1 Kabir notes that the character of Vijay appeared in films scripted by Salim-Javed for different directors including Ramesh Sippy, Prakash Mehra, and Yash Chopra.2 Vijay’s story might change, but it is always a character who has had to confront injustice in his childhood and who is now out seeking revenge. The film had been offered to several other male stars who all turned it down; ultimately, the role went to Bachchan—then a newcomer—but it became a pivotal film on his road to superstardom.

			The film also raises several social issues around unemployment, honesty and integrity, and the vices of the upper class who were responsible for much of the social problems (poisoning through counterfeit medicines, drugs, etc.). Dwyer notes that the depiction of the lower-middle classes was quite realistic in their housing, clothing, and so on.3

			The soundtrack by the duo Kalyanji and Anandji is very melodious and has a range of romantic, sad, and dance numbers. The most popular of these is “Yaari hai iman mera” (“Friendship Is My Religion”) when Sher Khan professes his undying friendship for Vijay Khanna. There have been a number of interpretations of this song and the male bonding between Khan and Vijay. Most notably, Priya Jha has suggested that these song sequences “reacted in large part to the repressive political atmosphere” and the time of emergency where films such as these were targeted toward a male audience and a masculinist moment in Indian cinematic history.4 In 100 Bollywood Films, Rachel Dwyer also notes how people have read this song as “‘queer.” Jeyathurai notes that Sholay and Zanjeer are two founding films in the dostana (male friendship) genre that coalesce the narrative of friendship with that of the action narrative.5 

			The film did exceedingly well both commercially and critically; it won Filmfare awards for editing, story/screenplay, and dialogue, and it received nominations for several more. The film was remade with far less commercial and critical success in 2013, starring Ram Charan and Priyanka Chopra and directed by Apoorva Lakhia.
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			Films by English Title

		

		
			Aggression / Dookudu (2011)

			Aligarh (2016)

			Amar Akbar Anthony (1977)

			Baahubali 2: The Conclusion (2017)

			Bandit Queen (1994)

			The Big City / Mahanagar (1963)

			Bitter Morsel / Neem Annapurna (1979)

			The Boatman of the River Padma / Padma Nadir Majhi (1993)

			Bobby (1973)

			Bombay (1995)

			The Boys from U.K. / Munde U.K. De (2009)

			Braveheart Takes the Bride / Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995)

			Calcutta 71 (1972)

			Carry On, Munna Bhai / Lage Raho Munna Bhai (2006)

			The Catastrophe / Halodhia Choraye Baodhan Khai (1989)

			Chains / Zanjeer (1973)

			The Cloud-Capped Star / Meghe Dhaka Tara (1960)

			Court (2014)

			Crematorium / Masaan (2015)

			Devdas (1935)

			Devdas (2002)

			Embers / Sholay (1975)

			Emperor of the Mughals / Mughal-E-Azam (1960)

			Events/Affair / Silsila (1981)

			Fire (1996)

			Friendship / Dostana (2008)

			From Kabul / Kabuliwala (1957)

			Gangs of Wasseypur (2012)

			The Garden of Bancha Ram / Bancharamer Bagan (1980)

			The Goddess / Devi (1960)

			Guide (1965)

			Half Truth / Ardh Satya (1983)

			Happiness / Anand (1971)

			The Hero / Nayakan (1987)

			I Am (2010)

			I Have Given My Heart Away / Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (1999)

			I Have Seen, I Have Seen / Kandukondain Kandukondain (2000)

			Immortal Love / Amar Prem (1972)

			In Disguise / Chadmabeshi (1971)

			Indian (1996)

			Jeans (1998)

			Jewel Thief (1967)

			Let It Go, Friends / Jaane Bhi Do Yaaro (1983)

			A Life of Devotion / Aradhana (1969)

			The Lonely Wife / Charulata (1964)

			The Lunchbox (2013)

			Madhumati (1958)

			Maqbool (2003)

			Master, the Wife, and the Slave / Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (1962)

			Mayhem / Golmaal (or Gol Maal) (1979)

			Meaning / Arth (1982)

			Mirza: The Untold Story (2012)

			Monsoon Wedding (2001)

			Moonlight / Chandni (1989) 

			Mother India (1957)

			Mr. and Mrs. ’55 (1955) 

			My Brother . . . Nikhil (2005)

			My Name Is Joker / Mera Naam Joker (1970)

			Mynaa (2010)

			1942: A Love Story (1994)

			One’s Own Choice / Swayamvaram (1973)

			One’s Own People; Near and Dear / Apanjan (1968)

			A Passion Play / Chokher Bali (2003)

			Pride / Shaan (1980)

			Punjab Flying High / Udta Punjab (2016)

			Pure / Pakeezah (1972)

			Queen (2013)

			Raja (1999)

			Rat Trap / Elippathayam (1982)

			The Ritual of the Seven Steps / Saptapadi (1961)

			The Role / Bhumika (1977)

			Rose / Roja (1992)

			Saint Tukaram / Sant Tukaram (1936)

			Salute Bombay! / Salaam Bombay! (1988)

			Scorching Winds / Garam Hawa (1973)

			Season / Mausam (1975)

			Seedling / Ankur (1974)

			Seventy-Four and Half / Sharey Chuattar (1953)

			Silent Symphony / Mouna Ragam (1986)

			Something Happens / Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1998)

			Sometimes Happiness, Sometimes Sorrow / Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham . . . (2001)

			Song of the Little Road / Pather Panchali (1955)

			Strangers / Chan Pardesi (1980)

			Suryamukhi (1963)

			Taxation / Lagaan (2001)

			Thirsty / Pyaasa (1957)

			36 Chowringhee Lane (1981)

			Threshold / Umbartha (1982)

			Throne of Capricorn / Uttarayanam (1974)

			Truth / Satya (1998)

			Two Acres of Land / Do Bigha Zameen (1953) 

			The Ultimate Woman / Paroma (1984)

			Umrao Jaan (1981)

			Vagabond / Awaara (1951)

			The Wall / Deewar (1975)

			We Two / Naam Iruvar (1947)

			Welcome / Jee Aayan Nu (2003)

			What the Heart Wants / Dil Chahta Hai (2001)

			The World of Apu / Apur Sansar (1959)

			Wrestling / Dangal (2016)
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