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Note on Images and Translation

The following is the format for image citation: When a frame is discussed in a standalone manner, it is designated as Fig. 1, Fig. 2, Fig. 3, etc.; when discussed as separate shots of a continuous sequence, it is designated as Fig. 1.1, Fig. 1.2, or Fig. 2.1, Fig. 2.2, etc.; when discussed as separate frames within the same shot, it is designated as Fig. 1A, Fig. 1B, etc.

All images in this book (except one) are credited with much gratitude to the National Film Archive of India, Pune.

All translations from the film (dialogue, voice-over) are by the authors. The first time the title of a film is mentioned (in the Introduction and the relevant chapter), its English translation is given. After this, the film will be referred by the Hindi title.


In Gratitude

We wholeheartedly acknowledge our gratitude to the National Film Archive of India (NFAI)—the images in this book would not have been possible without the generous permission of its Director, Prakash Magdum. If we needed any insight on how individuals buoy institutions, then we had to look no further than Reema Murthi, Rahul A. and Amit Patil at NFAI—their warm support and effort came when it was most needed.

This manuscript has been incubated entirely within the beautiful campus-town of Manipal in Karnataka, more specifically at the Manipal Centre for Humanities. Many of these ideas were discussed in classrooms with our students, and the company of young cinema enthusiasts fed our spirits. We fussed about each image we wanted to share with the readers, timing it to the micro-second, and this would not have been possible without the patient research assistance provided by Yadukrishnan P.T. who represents a promising generation of film scholarship. It was equally a comfort to draw from the artistic finesse of Mariam Henna and Nikhil Ravishankar, as well as the logistical competency of Urmila G. A conversation about song and lyric with Simona Sawhney became an anchoring moment. Asha Shivanand saw the possibilities in our partnership from the start and sustained us with her positive outlook. Kailashnath Koppikar’s experience and knowledge of film production in Mumbai have been an incubator for many ideas explored over the years. As we revised the manuscript, Srijan Deshpande nourished our personal education in appreciating soundscapes and offered crucial details. Shaurya Rahul Narlanka patiently addressed ongoing queries on technology and persuaded us to acquire the device that successfully captured the cinematic frames at the archive. We were fortunate to have next-door-office inputs of film scholar Mohamed Shafeeq Karinkurayil and the experience of a national workshop that he organised with Ashish Rajadhyakshya. Other scholars of Indian cinema that we had an opportunity to engage with in Manipal include Madhava Prasad, S.V. Srinivas and Ratheesh Radhakrishnan. T.M. Krishna composed sections of Sebastian & Songs during a brief residency at our Centre, a cherished camaraderie of parallel writing (his book on sound, this book on image) late into rain-lashed monsoon evenings. The encouragement of colleagues at the Manipal Centre for Humanities and the Student Support Centre, Manipal, was vital during long bouts of withdrawal and writing. We are deeply thankful to this circle of kindness and magnanimity.

It is a privilege to work with an editor who stays with the pulse of the writer and supports the process of an idea becoming a book with perfect synchronicity. Chandra Sekhar of Bloomsbury has our gratitude for this. We were helped in our efforts to collate the required images and formulate a visual language for this book by Arvind Booni. We are thankful to Shreya Chakraborti and the team at Bloomsbury for their care with the manuscript.

We owe much to Arush Kishore for his attentiveness, calm counsel and the pleasure of knowing Tvisha. We have benefitted from decades of vitality and nurturance from Sanghamitra Misra and Rahul Govind. Chirayu Patel’s wide-ranging and keen interests have fortified us, as also the joyous times with Arushi and Advay.

The longest companion to Gayathri’s exploration of aesthetics has been her sister Greeshma. An eager childhood accomplice to film viewings, a gifted visual artist and intuitive ally for any form or light that speaks beauty, Greeshma’s unfailing love and strength is embedded deep in this work.

For their lifelong enthusiasm towards vintage films, we remain indebted to our parents: Geetha Prabhu, Raji Govind and I.K. Govind. Their continued passion for older melodies and artists has added much pleasure to our writing process. We dedicate this book to them.


Introduction: The Promise of Black and White Cinema in Independent India

The Establishing Shot

A young woman, unfamiliar with the city or its cinematic culture, has come to a film studio to return a coat that had been lent to her during a rainstorm. She is holding the coat and a card she found in the coat—on it is the name of a film director. The young woman steps through the studio doorway straight into the film set and is walking a deserted alleyway with lit windows. Silence. She is suddenly aware of nearly stepping on the only other person in that space, a man propped against a column (perhaps drunk, perhaps a beggar) who mutters something. She flinches, jumps back and her steps quicken. She has not noticed the dark wheels of a camera crane move stealthily towards her, but the viewer does, and we track across the frame to spy on this meeting of woman and camera. Her face, not far from us, turns up sharply. Her eyes dart in panic and she starts to move backwards. Coming towards her is the machine—a camera and its lens mounted on a crane, held by strangers. The camera glides straight ahead, unrelenting. Her face continues to retreat, eyes flickering like a caged animal, till her head rests against her own shadow on the wall. Cut, cut, cut! A cacophony of voices burst out. Who is this, and how did she walk into the middle of a shot being filmed? She explains—she has come to return a coat to the film’s director, the one sitting on the crane, his arm confidently stretched beside the camera (Fig. 1.1 to Fig. 1.5). Having offered her explanation, the woman walks ahead into the shadows of the studio and the camera continues to do its work.

[image: Image]

Fig. 1.1

Source NFAI
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Fig. 1.2

Source NFAI
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Fig. 1.3

Source NFAI
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Fig. 1.4

Source NFAI
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Fig. 1.5

Source NFAI

This scene in Guru Dutt’s Kaagaz ke Phool (Flowers of Paper, 1959) comes about twenty-eight minutes into the over-two-hour-long film. The metafiction of the script has been obvious to the viewers from its opening shot—a film about the making and unmaking of films as seen through its central protagonist, a director who has known cinematic success in his youth and destitution in his old age. However, this metafiction—the loving exploration of studio spaces, gliding vistas up and down the lighting scaffold, the buzz of a crew at work, conversations about the angst of making cinema—is yet to impact the viewer’s consciousness as it does in the third shot of the sequence described earlier (Fig. 1.3). This specific shot, after the young woman walks into the film set, after she looks up in alarm, is her point of view—a close frontal shot of the lens of the camera that is filming her. Even though this is the woman’s perspective, it is primarily an encounter of two cameras—one is a moving charged prop and the second camera is doing the actual filming as it emotes her fear. The prop camera, helmed by the director that is within the frame and supposed to be filming is in reality blind—whereas the woman’s point of view, supposed to be the captured and reactive image, is in truth the active image and meaning-making filmic vehicle. In this tight dark frame, where the large, black, looming camera descends towards the viewer, the viewer suddenly finds herself thrown into the frame, standing in for the second camera, defiantly returning the gaze. It is a moment of joyous self-recognition—the industry acknowledging its own craftsmanship, its moment of birth, promise and possibility.1

The present study locates itself in the returned gaze of this encounter between two camera-selves and it does so in the light–shade visual aesthetics of post-independence cinema in Hindi. The black and white cinema from the late 1940s to the early 1960s has been acknowledged as formative, especially in terms of thematic questions of a new Nehruvian citizenship. However, the present project is less focused on thematics alone and is more invested in the intersection of this thematic with a self-conscious and self-fashioning visual aesthetic that is concerned with the very construction of that thematic. The cinematic output of this period shows explicit concern with the process of film-making as much as the images that result and regulate the theme. These films explored themes in a richness, variety and boldness that has rarely been matched—and this exploration of themes has been correlated with equivalent confidence in the appropriation and creation of an apposite, precisely imagined visual language that scholarship has not yet adequately appreciated. The filming in black and white allowed film-makers an unprecedented array of exploration of pools of dark and shadow, of habitation, of texture and of location (studio and the nascent explorations of the outdoor). The sumptuous visual language gets mapped onto affective registers—for instance, the angst of the artist (Aag and Pyaasa), the loneliness of the neglected wife (Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam), the claustrophobia of the woman prisoner (Bandini), the romance of haunted selves and architectures (Mahal). Oriented towards these registers, this book is anchored mainly around five directors—Kamal Amrohi, Raj Kapoor, Bimal Roy, Guru Dutt and Abrar Alvi—and the earliest of the films that we study (Aag) was released in 1948, while the last in chronology is Bandini in 1963. The overlapping and bracketing of these dates with Nehru’s term as the first Prime Minister of independent India (1947–1964) becomes more than a coincidence and underlines the porous sociopolitical milieu that fashioned and impacted the aesthetics of the time.

For now, we return to the studio floor. The terse conversation between the director sitting beside the camera on the crane and the woman-intruder with the coat who is pinned against the wall—as much by the studio lights as by the collective gaze of crew and camera—ends with his suggestion that she sit down while he takes his shot (‘Main shot le loon, phir aap se baat karta hoon’). During this conversation that includes a view from over the woman’s shoulder, the camera mounted on the crane is again featured prominently (similar to Fig. 1.5)—it sits at the centre of the frame in a halo of light, ponderous, its lens resolutely looking down at us. Neither the preoccupied director nor the trespassing woman has registered that the camera has already filmed her and that the ‘wrong’ footage is effectively a screen test—the director later sees the rushes and decides to make her the heroine of the film.

As the woman walks out of the frame to take her seat, the shot is reminiscent of the earlier establishing shot of her walking through the film set. In this visual resolution, the giant apparatus of the crane and its wheels are silhouetted in the foreground even as several bent backs and skilled hands pull it back. The trespassing woman, also silhouetted, walks towards us as our vision tracks backwards—the filming camera (the viewer) is now entirely synchronous (in motion and perspective) with the mounted prop of the active camera. Deep in the lit part of the frame, a young man runs in with a clapperboard. The show is about to begin.

Scripting the Storyboard

On 7 July 1896, the first film screening was held in India—six short titles by the Lumiere Brothers for an admission fee of one rupee—and the venue was the ‘whites-only’ Watson’s Hotel in Bombay.2 It took
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