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Foreword

fi= Panorama of Indian Cinema, ever since (hat seclion was
introdiueed in Madsas (FF i 1978, bas striven o present the Dest of

the Indian Cinema for the diseerning naional and friernalional
audiences. This year's selection i particulady significant because, in 199k
we are —elebrating the 100th year of the arrival of Cinema in india, On the
Jth of July, 189, the first public streening of cinema in Indin was held at the
Wabon Hetel in Bombay, 100 years later, v salule oue fiim (ratermity,
particufary the loyal audiences who have, with thair support, eisured that

India remains the Brgest fim-producing country fn the Warld.

This year's Indian Panorama sefction of 19 desiue ilms and 13 Aon-
ipature Al continues to remain ‘young' in it vivacity, Whereas on the one
nand, the lst of selected Directors reads lke the who's-who of gaod Incian
cinema, of the other [Fembress in i fold, talented fist-tilm makers in Both
ifies imature and non-feature film categoces. 'Rape in the Virgin Forest', a lirst
featire by lwngdao Bodesa is ziso the firt film in Bewdo lanpuage of the
Norh-East to featire in the Panorama. 'Unishe April' by Rituparno Ghosh
and ‘English, August’ by Dev Benegal are aleo first feature fiims and still show
a remarkable confidence In botk style and expression. The fims ‘Indira’ by
Suhasini, Talva' by Sagari Chhabra and 'Doghi® by Sumitra Bhave/Sunil
Gukhtankar pnsure the prosence of thee women first-featare film makess Iv

this year's selection,

The non-fzature films in the Panomma continue (o retain thelr
coinmitrnint 10 probe, explore 2nd express with an imtensity that cannot be
ignored, It is relenant to mention that Sehjo Singh witk he filml "Sona Matti’
Macthisree Dulta with "Memories of Fear' and P. Sivakami with ‘Oodaha’

have snsured 1 stang represenfation of women Direciors in this area too.

Last viear, we had show-cased the work of 10 women D rectons, whi had

featured in the Indian Panorama selection over the years. This year, when the




Festival returns b holding a Compelition: ssction, fne fitms by Acian Women
Diectors, it 5 bearening o find wich . wtrong reoresanlation of [ndiang
Wormen [Nreclors In the Panorams 1506, Mihough we firmiy belizve 1ha
Cimemt i clnema, whether made by & man or a woman, e lapss b ause of
the potent and dyaamio conteptof Wiomen iocour Culiure the repressnitalion
af waman fn ine filme by Bur wonien Criiec s is equal 1o i no slrovtaier "hie

by their Western coumterparts in the ulimae JTalysis

Pwweuld like to thank Shed Duckdhadets P Guma, Chairman of the Featu e
Film lury and She O Marasimg Ran, Chainman of 1he Non-Feature | i'm ury,
atongwith the wams, for the excollont selection of films this vear | also
thank Shri Pradeep Biswas, the well kreswty Filen Critie, fon editing the Indian
Cinerna Book 1996, We hope the Panorama family contnues lo grow and

shiow the way for theness 100 vears

. -
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IMalti Sahai)

Direcio
Directorate eof Film Festivels
Mesw Dhel H)
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DOCUMENTARY AND WOMEN
DIRECTORS

BY VIJAYA MULAY

1 her autobiography in Marathi, titled ‘Mee, Durga Khote” (1, Durga Khate,)

the veteran actress, Durgabai, had recoded that for her, making

documentaries proved to bo o mest enlightening and  wortwhile
sxperience of her entire life in Cinema. He: entry to the field in 1952, was
foruitous, even somewhat reuctant, as U was done to hels a relative out of
his troubles. Initially, her invalvement was supervisony, Bul she found the
coniras) bowesn the tinsel wirld of studio sod the reas world of people and
nature absorbing, and soon staded scrinting and | directing.  Her
documentaries ‘Paritvalga’ on desedted women and ‘Deepmala’ on Life
Insurance Corporation (L1LC) recelved acclaim in press as well as from a
maestro |tk Kavi Shankar. He prased har “Deepmala’ for bringing nesh
dimensions o the symbol of limp twhich i alse the LLC. symbol) in
traditional sorgs and in differsnt eligions ard cultuees. Around 1960, she sat
up ner own Durga Khote Productions, with her two daughters-in-law, Tina
and Vilaya tnow Vijaya Mehtal as partners, Bul as they were imnvolved in thelr
own work, initially Durgabai had o do mest. of the waodk. Herfilmon ancient
and tribal metheds of making fron, made for the Films Division, after
extensive mesearch and shooting In difficult ribal locatiors received kudos,
Dumakai was perhaps the first woman docurmentary tilmoaker and also the
first woman 1 setup herown unil,

Does the gender of a flmmaker make any ditfference m perceptions,
westment of subject and chewce-of subjects! These 15 o sTudy done in this
respect but If one locks at documentalies. macle by women since 1952, ane
sees certain commonalities, These incidentally are to be spen in the wor of
women filmmakers all ovar the world. They prefer o choose subjects elating
to women, and even when thesubject s of & generd lype, the woman's pein
ol view is always taken inim accourt; further, thisy tend o tall the etury Ina
personaliced Initimate manrier, and prefer 10 20 from microcosm (o laget
reality. This is 3 boad generalisétion and not & hand and fast gender divide

In cholee of wibjects, bispraphiee of preat waomer are 3 popular thene
These show net only thelr achigyements, as artists, or social worksrs but ahse
allocate a prominent position 1o thelr stiiggles o overcame the social ang
other obstacles, ‘Kamalabal” of Reena Mohan = oo mewely abwour the first
woman actress of the siler soreen, but is als 5 porteall ol & CoUrAgRoLL
wioran ‘who broke accspted nomms. My film on the maestro Canguba
Hangal net only portarys her achievemment in music bun he struggle whick
she ard Fer mother Ambabal had to face; rie same 5 ooe ol Haimani




Baneree’s Hlm on a social activist of Pune Ganeubal’ Thess U
achievers and provide ride modals,

For irstances of porsmalised treatmorn of a cobjact, gnie cauld quole the
films ol Deepa Dhanraj, Subasin Mulay or Marjira Dut. Deepa wlls the-story
ol environmental degradation of Himalayas through ‘Sudesha’ @ woman from
the Jaajal villoge. Thet the women's point of view of looking at hings is not
always palatablis b man was won v e divisien ale ng gerider s when
‘Beepa’s lilm 'Sormeching e & War' wag shawn al the seeond  Barn [y
International documentary Film Festival Maost women lkedd it very mich,
mest men fsid that it was a goed film bot. and sorme men did rot e i -al
all, In this: fitrn, Deopa looks at the issue of woren's sesuality, Tamily
plasining programe ofe, throogh the sves of 3 proup-ol weamas and provider
other data and evidence i show, im 2 g..h-],:[,,_ir”-m manner, how the famitly
flanming program, as operated at peesent, s coercive and anml woman, She
alse pravides snippets of lanly plamaing Hlms imace by male directors) of th
Filme Plvision which are exarcizes in pencraliiios. Subasiv) Mulay's film on
literacy like “Likh ke de do' or “Caanaz v lekhi and Maniira Dutt's filim il
"Raaste’ Bandh. Hai Sabb", all weipents of national awards, ame persanl
viswresand perceptions of the characters |0 their flms foom which thoy mowve
to make thelr point about llteracy pr the sppression faged iy daliis’ in a
Himaleyan vilage, Excellent films on womien's kaaes ke devry deaths,
aleaholism of hushands, birides ior e Midedle Easl Asabs, devadasis. Tamily
violence are deall very well in films like ‘Gift of Love’ by Mira Dewan,
‘Chiictia” by Sai Paran pye; ‘Manzac by Gegi Desai Devilast [y Aruna Raje
‘Char Diwari' by Rinki Rhatacharia. Waorien make films on other subiect
loae bk even there, women ligurs in positive light e g Shivdasani in ber §lm
‘Chhatrbhang,” shows that o dallt woman, first, dared to draw water from a
Brahinsin well.

Do wornen on the whole exhibit a osetter sacizl concern than men dod |
dan’t o bur o thi positive side there is the evidence of social activists
becoming filmmakers hiecause that was the best way fin tlierr o establish a
cidlogre. Flavia Agnes and Manfushies Dutts al “Majliv, an nrganisation, that
waoiks in slums of Bombay, made their ‘| Live in Bethampada®: Sumitrz Bhave
ot ‘Srujan’ has made ‘Bai, ‘Pacd' and ‘Chakeri’, all award wianing films i
et how: ordinary-even |l ierre women solwsd el prabilems agzinst all
odes, Sumitra’s soripts ae dt!"u'!-"l-ll[l-l"l‘l: b Commuority part cipation. Snother
positive proot of this interse social concern s wamen boriching Inte groups for
meaking programs because of their commitman These groups work in videss
but as they are wrique, | maentivn em bere. The first KoL 15 “Medlastomm’,
forried by 7/8 women alumnifeae b of the Commurication wing of Jlamia
Milia islarvia In Delbi | da sor consider it wrong that Jamia’s male alumni
are busy doing soap o advertisemert shorts, Bul | do find it remarkable hat
these worien 21 tal as media makers (hey have a social risporsibility, Their
dorumentaties on the Dearala sat) and on Avadhya, made withour having
any spuorsor inmiad, are very gpood, The other grivap wm VIGECSEWA of the
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Hl-”t—ntfr!luu{_-l-rl Wamen's Asmociation BEWAL of Ahmeoahad. Thaws ane
members of SEWA like veastable verders, rag pickers, head loaders etc, with
little of no education, They found that the films made by outsdes guite
fnadenuate for ther needs, so, with encouragement from thelr chatrmman
[laben Bhatt, a graup of them leami o handie camera, VO R, sound, editing
g with their team leader vati lurani Just one gace ahead of them, They
have made some remarkable videos o plead their cases with authorinies or
imform thair members

it is sl very much a mag's world and women are i second Class
citizens if not necessarily in law, ab least in partice. But womnen are ru lorger
silent and want an equitabde ang just socal order. The dotp social concern
and voicing women's concems n a dpecial way te reach the hearl, axhib feeel
by =ernis wiemen Glmo makers of documentary, are part of this struggie
towards equality. It fe far mone difficult for women lhan men; (o raise money
and make documentaries that they consider worth making. That many of
them have managed W do o, B Very enruuraging.
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HINDI CINEMA: THE CONTROLLING

PHENOMENON
BY UDAYA TARA NAYAR

What needs 1o be noticed as the cenlury 1s — neanng it end {5 hat the
Hiradl film industry, which caters to the ememaimment needs oi 414l India
marked 5 shoving simns ol good health. Despite all s problems and an
enoimons tax burden, the Hindi cinema ndustry has saown & ARG
prowth in thee last decade of the centary

The best illustration s the tremendous fesponse the macas hawe g
e Chean entetainer, HUM AAPKE HAIN KOUNY, whith is befieved 1 have
grossect owver Rso 200 crores. TRough the Bajehrt film ‘Hum Aapke Hain
Roun', will be rememrbernd lor long asa landiwk moves that umed he
wales in favour of makng and intelligectly makenng wholesame film
entenainment, thers have been fure unrers which deserve equal acclaim

Tin o back to the mid-cighties and the early ninetiss, (e scope for
making and marketing mowvies lor the family audiercs which hae boen
twmpaorzrily logt o the small television saeeh, Became visible ta Hindi
liimmakers with the success of filmes ke Oavamal Se Qovamal Fak', "Dil
Mame Myas Kiya®, “Ghayal', Tridey', 3] Hal Ke Marma Nahin® . Chandmi
ind "Ram Lakhan' Ferany filmeommunity this miass accoptance of a film =

sornething o be happy about for the simple reasan that it gives ar inkling if




not an indication of the swing of unprecictable mass receptivity, In the
righties the predominant worry ‘or majnstream cinema was the loss of the
farmily aedience. With the deterloration in the condition of cinema houses
and the growing fascination and attraction of viewing a maovie or an
interesting television programme in the comtort of the home, the family
audience in the cimemas was replaced by viewers from the Jower social strata
whe clamoured for titilating entetainment. At least this was what filmmakers
were led to believe and the cutcome was spale of movies that had irmelevam
violence and sex which gave mainstieam Hindi cinemz a bad name and very
litle gein.

It was at this juncture that the success of 2 series of well-ma g minwvies
brought about the qeartenng realisation that filmgoers arer’t all that
depraved in their demands and (i @ gowd, clean entertainer comnes alang thiy
wontld not tum their books oo it

‘Chandni’, for instance, ran for weeks together in dity cinema houses
Fomsaking the comfort of drawing rooms, families returned to he ginems
house to view ‘Chandni’ It was the same response that several other well-
made movies zot. What was more, there was no longér a formula for suecess
Two fi'ms released on the same day-'Til" and Thayal- proved that the only
key to success was dedicated fiimmaking D7, a breesy, non=yinlent [ove
story and 'Ghayal’, a vielence packed, “evenge movie, intrecducerd e
sxcellent filimmakers. Indra Kumar and Raj Kumar Sentoshi, to mainstream
CINBImagoers.

Ir mary way It is the emergenca of new talent in the directorial field that
has brought Hindi cinerma back to life. Whether it 15 Soora] Barjatya or Indra
Kumar or Raj Santoshi or Vidhu Vinod Chopa or Subhash Ghai or Mukul
Anand or Rakesh Rashar or David Dhawan o the Cument cult figures Aditya
Chopra and Ram Gopal Verma, it is abundantly clearhat the Atiure ol Hindi
clemma is in their hands and the signs of good health that it is showing & for
therm 1o maintain, Added to this is the interest in marketing and exploiting.
Every cinema house exhibiting Hum Aapke Hain koun', had a fis -5t o the
irstance of the producer. The same applied 1o 1843 - A Lowve. Sinry
Alnnpede the makers of HAHK showed the incustry the advantage of halding
the video rights.

Cine good sign is the mass receplivity to good films at the moment The
key qualification is ‘good’. Intricately relative in its connotation, ‘Gioed' in the
qualification of entetainment has been a baffling term. If Karan Arjun’ has
been accepted by the masses as good  enterminment i ‘Dan’ has been
recelved as good, wholesome entertainment by the masses ac wall as by an
aminent jury of the National awards, so have "1942: A Love Stary’, Ankaen’,
‘Raja’, "Coolie No. 1', ‘Rangeela’ and "Bombay’ been received as zood
erterainment by the same viewerhip, It is mone obvious today i thee Hindi
cinema viewership than it ever was 0 the past that wvewars are CinSma-




eclucated and cinomit-conscious voridgh [ ovaluabe Toer and CLITITent,
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of e Wed as well as popular cinema of the presem Srom the West on the

slar channel has gven viewenss a grasp of the mediom shich is furner refined
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Asthe certury nears 1s finale, the makers of Hin

1 meoviies are indeed, in

ar erviabie pasition, They bave an cager, eceptive and cinema-conscions
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Anupam Kher Corporation] Sony Entertalnmest 1o ¢ ipport them in the
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BENGALI CINEMA AT CROSSROADS
BY PRADIP BISWAS

he State of Bengall cinema; right at this moment, looks somewnal

dismal, For the last jew years the health of Bengali cinema has been

sending alarming signals, Indicating & bheakes {uiure. Bul Tollygunge
where Bengal] cinema once fhrived, attzines] a lofty height ardl rleew wirld
HteEntion now seems o mall in 3 stasis, With Satyajit RBay & passing away a
couple years ago, yield in the feld of artisitc and sodally relevant cinema gets
dearer and  podrer Ihaugh it muast be mentioned with the positive
conirihutions made by some senaltive filmmakers such 3= trnal Sen, Tapan
Sinka, Buddhadel Dasgupta, Gautam Chose, Nabyendu Chatterjee, Apama
Sen ete. Bengall film sceve has never for @ moment gone fully gloomy or
wooly, Bengali cinama, despile deep depression in-dhe | lm industry, his been
abie b armbbe oo with its own insegeand thrust, both at heme and abroad, 10
river attention of the saper kind, And it will not be out of context 10 mention
that Satvajit Ray's artisitc “legacy” is betng cartied inrward by fewer direcirs
who cauld con the truth that minus essence of ant no cnema exists of stands
ait, And it is a big bul hiner iuth for all o acknowledge

The mid nineties have shown pood films are on the wane. The film
inclustry of Tollywood, shaken by poverty of sty talerds in filmnaking, (s
living with emaciated health, The traditional film prodicers whe onee bl e
directars like Satyajit Ray, Tagan Sioha, Mrinal Sen. Asit Sen, Rajen Taratdar
and Taun Majumdar havs coiled back to their safe cocoon. Those who now
pperate in lallywood, o quete Tarun Majurneer, In the narme b e
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producens, simply don't “|ove cinema’; they are here to hog putlicity only,
Previous climate of mutual understanding and sacrifice for promation of gorond
cinema is lorg gone. It has become the place of mercenary bunters. with an
eye 1o gamer profits and profits only. In suen a scenario, the presence of
Buddradeb Dasgupta, the most sensitve filmmaker with poetic and as well as
naetic bent, dapper Gadtam Ghase with a mind w esploe nuih beyond the
unknewn, seli-confident Nabvendu Chatteres acting as a froe-th nker 1o link
past and present, intelligen Apama Sen with Mera Meszaros-like mind-set,
ane must admit, is 3 welcome phenomenon. Besides, an must count the
mrnEnsee comlribations mads by Miina Sem, Tthe maverick madstrn®, Tapan
Sinha; the dogged adhewont 1o humainet clnema and b seme extent Tarun
Majumder, Riwic Ghatak, the infant tarible is, however, remembered bl
ol fellowed.

Coing by the record of films producad durmg the vear 199495 ane
perceives somewhat the same numbers of picures golting the censor hoard
vertification. Nomally i viries benvesn Pirtv-eight to fartytwa fikms in 4
vear. But unfortunately in Tolbswood mere numbess donot denote moch
hereand quantifying game. Very fisw flims-oit of the numbers mentioned stand
the test of lime. It is the other kind of cirema that practically cous, The
recent Bengall films that need emphatic mealions are Ml Sen's "Astareen’
Tapan Sinha's "Wheel Chair, Beddhodely Dasgupia’s ‘Charachar Nabyenidu
Chatterjee’s 'Shilpi*, younes Mrinmny Chakrabory's Cinemal lemion Hove'
and debutant filmaker uparna Ghosh's ‘Unishe April* witner of Go'ten
Lostus a5 thi best film of te vear Mrinal Sen's 'Antareen’ i a film thal tries 1o
hreak the “dowrs of haed [liesion, deathlike s umber anc friitiess dieame”
Saud Mrinal San Inoa staterment My advontures, as | ser through series o
noctumal sessians, speak of life and love, of passion and pain of bruality, o
Infnite splendour and sternal confinement”

Tapan Sinha's "Wheel Chalr” narmates an infernal experionce of an office
going girl who, caught in a rap of lewdstes, fces a-llfe-ime paralysis, The
il (raes the last staw of hope, kept alive by a dedicalad doctor, himseli
handirapped ‘orever. Tapan Sinha's film seems quite repulsive in a sense that
b excariates the fl of the spastics, always weithing, wobbling from
discomiorable allments of life-tme "Tae film s a commentary” said Tapar
Sinha “on the hapless spastic inmales trying to come out of the dark tunnel
into the light”. Mabyendu Chatterice's ‘SHlpl' adds 10 the sneagth of ihe
survival of Begall ciserna always siriving 1o live artistically. 'Shi pi’ s atale
of Madan, a weaver, a fghter and an unvardished mar, Based on Manik
Hancyopradhyay's story, “Shilpi’ has won for the director @ massive success al
International flrn fedivals. The file not enly wen o prostigluis awand
Video Film Festval in lapan bul abo won an award 2t the Amiens
International filin fesival, France, as the best amistic film, It is needless o
menticn that it has felched back a hunk of farelgn currzncy o the producers
MFDC-Govt, of West llengal. Waile mwkirg o commers on the film
Mabyendu sard : “To me it is alvor thes strogele ol an artise, h:!lﬂrq;ing o any




field, anywhene in the world®, All the fiims mentioned above have been
moduced jontly by NEOCDomdarshan and NFRC-5tate Govl

The mast talked—abou! fifm of the year 1993 is Buddhaded Dasgupta’s
‘Chatachars’, Buthdhadeh has extended his enguiry futher from Tahader
Katha' jmn “amther wordd of interoxpenence” {4 ‘Charachar’, On the
strface il 15 about a bird-catcher; but theee i much below the surdace than
meets the normal gaze. Lakha of ‘Charachar’ could have besn a poet, 4
dreamer instead of a bisd-catcher. But Lakha's “Inter-experience” s eids
the barrier of matedallsm and all that appears s mundape. Winner of the
Golden Lotus ‘Charachar’ has so far been highly acclaimed in International
fim festvals such as London, Motreal and Berlin, Buddhaceb who has
already been hailed as ‘Angelopoulos of india’, following the success of his
meritarious film ‘Bagh Bahadw' asd Takader Katha' has a subtle comprant
to ke aboit ‘Chamckse', e far the garadigm of “best interior cinema”. Said
Buddhageb : “My films are centered on the individual, a person in bisther
crises, with conflicts, tensiors and the lonelingss ol non-conformily 1o
evisung dructore”. AL present he s owocking oo his e flm ‘Lal Dorofa’
Diefinitely anather fim of “dream™ and ¥ivterexperienoe”, ‘Lal Domja’ goes
to show no narmative bias by any manner, With an ola of iea or a handiul
of emotions Buddhadeb, | |s exsected, is sure to create another fllm of
special armistic mert.

Right a! the momant Gautam Ghose, after his Hindi filry "Fatang”. Is
contermplating o launch his new fim. 1 is not snown if he will make it in
Bongali or Hindi. Mrinal Sen after ‘Antareen’ has been toying with an idea o
make his next in Hindi, Mo clues about the staryline have been reveated. But
he Is conficent of stating the new flm by Jaruary, 1996, Equally Tapan
Sinha, atier his "Whee Chair’, is sitting idle. But his nesxt iilm, e bopes,
wiatild boegin by the new year Mabyvendu Chatterjee has juet comploted his
pinety minute telefilm ‘Sacda’ in Bengali. He tog 18 caught brooding over the
next film, Chidanaxda Dasgupta whase ‘Amodini’, made after a lorg gap
from ‘Blet Pherot’, a Mack comedy, being shown in Indian Panorama,
produced jointly by NFDC-Doordasshan, a5 one gathers, & not thinking
whether to make a ilm immediately. ' Amodini’, winner of Mationa award as
the best film in regicnal calegory, has received mived response so far,
Humorous and satirical, quiet pawhky at times, ir lone SAmoding shows
Chidanarnds Dasgusta much on a lippant level

The niews that attracts nmiajor attentions of the cinephiles and the common
fim lovers is Aparna Sen's ‘Yugant' and actross Modhabl Mukherjes's
‘Atrmaja’, both belng made in 3enzali While Apama is doing the film on her
own story/dea, Madhabi Mukherjee |5 adapring a story of Chiftaranjan Ghose
of the samp name. Aparna Sen’s 'Yumanl', almost complete, deals with
suptial, decay end man-werman relatians in the contest of conjugal stress and
ancial tensions. Madhabi Mukher ee, however, s concemed with the futurg
ut “off-springs” after their parents separaie al a Critical moment of life, Rath
the directors are tiving fo unfue the world of their own dreams and realily,




sandip Kay, son of Satvajit Bay, whose Target' (HInddi) o haing shawn n
Inelian Fanomma here, has been toying with an idea o stan his nest film n
Bergzall somea time in linuary-Febniaey, Sandip’s las Beapall tlm ‘Wittoeran
baser. on Satyajit Ray's script, was a good commercial scevess. “Utoran
iravelled 1o some [aternational filn festivals, it was also shown al Certaln
Regards Secion of Canmes Inermational film festival, 1994, His Tamapel’ has

hwoen shown at the Ietermational film fectivaly  of locarme, Montreal,
Vianocouver and London. It has been s multareomshy shown at Bew Yore and
Lis Angelos (i)

Among hose:d rectorswho have al 4 cetalr, point of their career mace
seme impact bul now koK slagnating we Ulpalendu Chakranorty, Saika
Bhattacharya, Mitlsh Mukberjee. Shankar Bhaltacharva efc Utpalends his
fl really moved an inch with hin mese Buemmali ilen ‘Mrasak’. 1 vel i ke
seer o rlpased. Satkatl has nol made any hoadwiay after his “Arahans’ And
both Nitish and Shankar, in their own way, are making some telsvision work
by keen their neck sbove water: The stale of mansteamn Rengali cinema s
equally dpressing though ane or two filies aoupby Scome g e es-oifics
Bur ths 't nithing bt a flash i theopans What & oof interest 1= the messures
the State Government and the NFOC are jofntly taxing to keep prodiection of
Bengal| filrms going by oneor two. The curent film jo ntly be np produced by
thie State Covt-NFDC by “SNavantara” direce'd v Raja Mira

]
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INDIA'S GIFT TO THE WORLD
BY JOHN W. HOOD

One huncred years ago a Western technological advance and fis cultiral
product came to Indta: Now India, having studied and experimented with the
product, fakes a justifiable pride 0 exporing it throughow thet worlel,
developed and refined By s own anties. What has made India famous
imteriationally amongst serious fim lovers s not, of course, the so-calied
mainstream, Hindl commercial movie that appears In wideo parlours and
Asian supermarkets throughow, the South Asten’ diasoora, bt the art cinenia
of Indix, tho so.called altemative cinoma

A sound and respactable hisoncal essay on Indian at cnera wodld
certainly ghve serfous comsideratbon 1o ks roots 0 the wirks of such dicsctons
a6 Sorah deell, Santharam, Bimal Roy and Noemai Cihosh, yol for thi prpases
of this brief article, the alm af which is to take a cursory 'ook at & selection of
the prominent eod move prolific filmmakers of mocem Indian cinem, it is
well 1 begin with the comwenient (thaugt by no means hisorically precisel
starting-poiet of Pather Panchall,

Satvajit Ray proved in 1955 that a preat worke of art could be made wirk
& laughably minimal budger and with a cast made up lagely o amabew
actom. Ower the past ferty yeare Pather Panchali has come to ke recopnized
thraughout he wotld is one of the grea screen classlos, With ar episotlic
sructure rather than a story, and & minimem of dialogus, the film eprasents
the e of the Indian village in all its ordinanness, showing thar the lives o
sirnple peoples honetly depicted, can make the subsiance of great cinema. n
his subsequent masterpieces sach as Aparaifia (19500 and Charalata 1564,
and excellent films like Dewr (1960) and frlsaghar (1458 Ray demonstrated &
superh sense of clrematic arktry, respecting the camiem as predominant in
that art and so arranging his images amd presenting ther at cuch a poce asto
draw hisdudisnce into creative participaticn o the ffm. rather than imposimg
the filron the audience by means of the distraction of continual action and
Intricacy of plot. Rey's greates! films were made in his early period whien, at
his Lest, b gave his-audience little more than esiential dialogue 1o suppor &
minimal narative, alonpwith 3 supeds vsoal Fsperenee anpraaching what
must be regarded as pure cinema, 11 is o these fine waorks that the poelic
cinema that has flowend in Indlia espectally over the ' last twenty years owes
a cansiderable deli.

Eyne of Ray's important contemporaries was Ritwik Ghatak, who made a
raamber of orfginal ilms largely on the theme of displacement as s result of
e Marttion of Bengal in 1947, Most o hiz puajor charactors are rootless,
detached from the band of their birth, and Rinwlk examines both clinically and




compassionately, the verious ramifications of dislscation, though th's 1s often
somewhat melodramatically handied and with a treatment of women that
ovier ernphasises thedr role as victims rather than subjecl Wiiils o lol oi his
work reveals the theatrical influence of his IFTA tiows, much af it slso ofers
maments of nspired cinematic brilliance, particularly in Subarmerekha (1962
and Titazh Ekil Machy Narre (197 3],

The oldest surviving pioneer and elder statesran ot tha ndian 3t cirema
Is the Righly criginal Mrinzl Sen, crealor in bs early peind of the intensely
moving Baishe Sravan |1960) and the commerc ally successfu, immensely
furmy and innovative Bhbvarr Slaorie o 969), Fis films of the oarly seventies
bring thie art of cloema snd concenm for sodial justice face 1o face and enjoln
his audience to guestion critically their owrl werld, while Sen deibeatiy
olfers no readymiade solutions ta the comemporary problems his films depict
(Tl the overemphasis of some crilics: on the “pelitical raturs™ of Mrinal
ben's films all tho often mesed the point ) Caloutta 71 118730 1= ane of (he
mest impontant works: of the Indian screen, experimenting with remareaty e
eflect with the langeage of cinema, miking narrative with dactmentar and
surtealism, and challenging the smugly comiorabile with the maliv ol
poverty and inequity, Hig laler works, micie comvenional mostyle and
techninue, carry.on his corcem for the downtroeder and evploited, cuch as
Cika Uri Katha 11977) and Akaler Sandoane (19801, waile the superb.y crafied
Ek Din Prateddin (1979) and Kharij {1582) Incistvely examine contermporary
stoctil pssees often sevealiog: ithe ath a title oo close 10 the boone for the
comiont of rmany who chooe to be his eritics. Mnn,-p,‘;-_-nr.-lr. Mramal Sen hac also
skoown himself 1o be a rompassionate obseriver of Individials in crlsis, as |s
shown especially well in Khandshar (1988, Ekdin Achanak 11988) amd
Mahagprithivi (1991

Eemcem for the oppressed and deprved js also o major theme 7 the
filme of Shyam Benegal, Many of his films focus an thee nesus between pawer,
sexuality and freedun or aopression (depending on who wisids The power),
Predeminant in his wark Is an examination of reldions bebwasn wep e
men, yet he s vitally interested in the conllict betweon women and miens, yet
he is vitally interested in the conflict between the stong and the weak, the
parwir il and the dependent. As is the case wilh the Hims ol Mrinal Sen,
hurmarity pravalls ovor polities, and so no easily staicd: eomibort ng solutions
are gifered to the Ruman problems dealth with in his worc In such powsreiul-
indeed, cruel-films as his fist two, Arkur (19740 and Nfsaant (1975,
corruption and wocial and paliical inustice are mithless v loliowed through
tin the mesitable and dicorioding conclision that socal tyranny drnl
explotation are seemingly indelisle bllemishes of Indian life. Benepal's
candid and uncantrived treatment of wamer s sympataetic witheu! being
icealistically patronising: the wamen i Anker, Nishant, Bhumika (137 71 and
the conmvedy, Adard! (198 1 are all in fheir awn wavs S i abined serbi-gssertive,
vl ol without the faults 2 weaknesses that make them human 1o thair




modem realist director. Skyam Is very much a filmmaker (0 the narmative
tradition, but with a gift for telling 2 geod story cirematically and not tangled
i plot oor overladen with dialogue. Wik 1es (il difie mrarkedly fram the
preat eady wores of his risch admired Satyajil Ray, they are ac visually
eampelling, tightly constructed and absoroing,

Whereas B is very easy 1o make meaningul r,-.ancral staberrents abaut the
Hindl eamrarcial cinema, it s not atall easy i speak sweepingly about the
at fi'm. Serous filmmakers do not make their jilms according o fomulas
based on market demands, and so the element of artistic freedom and e
diverse croative indivisualsm that comes of It ame salient deaties of the
entepriss. While the work of one filmmaker may i izl vary greatly, a4 s
cerainly the case with Ray and Sea, there are also notable, often vast,
differences between filmmakers. The pine feature films of the lale G.
Aravindan are remarkably ditferent from the films of Benegal, for instance,
while at the same fime of such quality to Tk Aravindan ameongs the very
host of India's filmmakens.

Marked by unusilly bong takes and a careful, slow pace, Avavindan™s
films are largely contemplative, infraspective and intensely poetic works. The
excentionally beautiful Keralan landscape provides sympathetic backdrop
for most of his films, and the sun s often an iImportant, sometimes dominant
symbaol, especially in Kanchana Sita (1977), Kummatty (19795 and Pokkuveyl!
(et o the last of these, pnrﬁl:ul.:ﬂy, Aravindan explors o groal poctic
effect, complementing peychological lumination, the natural colours
brought about by the sunlight at various times of the day. His own regional
cultural tradition and the commen rural lifestyle also provade an importart
comext in most of his files, which are much less concemed with
comvontional narmative (han with the sxamination of varfous aspects of the
human condition- especially allenation and marginalisation, lanetiness and
etcentricity. in perticular characters. His genius for visaalization of he
concepls he wanterd W portray demanded very fitde in the way ol dizlogae,
preferring maximum emphacis on the polential of the camera While there s
7 notabie element of opptimism in such films as Kanchana Sita, Kurmatly
and Esthappan 119807, his works are indeed pervaded by a sadness emznating
out al his own sympathetic perception of life. This s especially evidesl o fis
first filmt Litaravanam 1974) n its interpretation of soured, fallad idealisr in
this light of comemparary indian history. Yet prominent in Aravincan's works
i a warm compassion for the helpless, the disadvantaged and simple,
ordinary people.

The other great pillar of the Malayalam cinema is Adoor Gepalakrishnan,
whaose films, unlike these of Aravindzn, have a notasle concern for narmative,
especially Swavarnvaram (1972), Kodiyeiarn (1977 ) and his most eceat filrm.
Vidheyan (1993), while Mekhamukian (1984, and Anantaram (1987 are
notewarthy for their creative depiction of contomparany 2ocial and political
issues, His Mathifukal (1990), a film which Is warmly compassionate, ofien







