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WORLD DIRECTORS SERIES

Film retains its capacity to beguile, entertain and open up windows onto other cultures like no other medium. Nurtured by the growth of film festivals worldwide and by cinephiles from all continents, a new generation of directors has emerged in this environment over the last few decades.

This new series aims to present and discuss the work of the leading directors from across the world on whom little has been written and whose exciting work merits discussion in an increasingly globalised film culture. Many of these directors have proved to be ambassadors for their national film cultures as well as critics of the societies they represent, dramatising in their work the dilemmas of art that are both national and international, of local relevance and universal appeal.

Written by leading film critics and scholars, each book contains an analysis of the director's works, filmography, bibliography and illustrations. The series will feature film-makers from all continents (including North America), assessing their impact on the art form and their contribution to film culture.
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FOREWORD

For me, singing a song for Yashji comes easier than penning my thoughts on him and there are so many songs that have embellished our long and memorable association. Over the years, our relationship has transcended the music we created together and has developed into a deep bond. I am 'didi' (elder sister) to him and when he addresses me so, I know it comes straight from the heart, just the kind of filmmaker and person that he is ... straight from the heart!

His films have entertained generations of film-goers and are unforgettable for their emotional content, their grand canvas and the aesthetic visuals he so painstakingly creates. While no film of his fails to tug at our hearts, each of them is still a balm for frayed nerves ... no wonder then, that Indians the world over, watch his films over and over again.

I first sang for Ek Hi Raasta (1956), in which he was an assistant, followed by Sadhana and then Dhool ka phool, his directorial debut. Ever since Yashji turned producer with Daag, I have sung in every film made by him, each one unique in its own way, each one among India's all time great films. My personal favorites among films directed by him are Kabhi kabhie, Silsila, Chandni, Lamhe, Deewar, Trishul and of course the film in which he launched his son, Adi, as a director, Dilwale dulhania le jayenge.

Recording for Yashji is always a pleasure. While I am at the mike, I watch him enacting the song, lost in his own world, visualizing his heroine through his lens, even dancing if the song is such...and this helps me bring more expression to the song.

After the gaana (song), its khaana (food) ... he loves good food and he relishes even more watching others enjoy what he has laid out for them ... and Pam bhabhi, shares his passion for films, music and food in equal measure ... and with the food Yashji serves up, yet another passion ... nostalgia ... we go down memory lane, recalling all the times we have shared ... the song ends up sumptuously!

Yashji and I almost share a birthday – he is born on 27 September while I, on 28 September. Both of us pride ourselves in being Librans. His balanced nature, his sense of fairness, his soft and emotional side, his sensitivity towards others and his love for beauty are all hallmarks of his star sign and each of these traits are so vividly reflected in his films.

Yashji has truly lived up to his name, Yash (fame) Raj (reign). He has towered over the industry like a colossus and yet his continued success and popularity have not affected his ideals and his simple values in life. Even at the pinnacle of his career, he is still God-fearing and respectful towards his elders and never fails to acknowledge all the people who contributed towards his stellar achievements.

I am glad that this book by Rachel Dwyer will provide you with an insight into Yashji, the celebrated film-maker and the person I have had the privilege of knowing so closely.

I wish him many more years of good films and a long and happy life.

Lata Mangeshkar

February 2002
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PREFACE

This book is the first research-based academic study of a contemporary top Indian director. It examines the life and work of a major film-maker, Yash Chopra (1932–), one of the most powerful people in the Hindi commercial film industry.1 He has been a leading figure in the movie business for over 40 years as a director, and has been a major producer since 1973, consolidating his success in the 1990s with a series of box-office hits. As such, he is a public figure, not only in the film industry but also as a representative of the industry to the wider world. His name has come to represent a certain style, not only in film-making but in Indian culture itself, where his name is synonymous with romance, glamour and beauty. A 'Yash Chopra wedding' or a 'Yash Chopra outfit' needs little further definition. The public and the private person are hidden behind these filmic representations, hence it is a discussion of these various manifestations of 'Yash Chopra' which forms the core of this book.

I had not initially set out to write a book about Yash Chopra but was teaching and researching on Indian cinema when I first saw him on television, talking about films of the 1990s and the rise of a new anti-hero. This programme was made in 1993, although it was not until 1995 that I saw it, at the time he released his hit Darr/Fear (1993), the story of a woman stalked by an obsessive. I had enjoyed this film enormously, especially its music (by Shiv-Hari), the performance of Shahrukh Khan, and its style. Three moments, all song sequences, were particularly striking and seemed to me to be new expressions within the established language of Hindi cinema.

One was the song 'Chota sa ghar/Our house is quite small', in which an engaged couple fantasise about their life together, dreaming of the flat in which they will live. It suddenly becomes furnished, the couple switch from being young lovers to models of domesticity, then step through a picture of a landscape into a Swiss idyll where they enact the traditional erotics of the Hindi film in song and dance, bypassing the bedroom as a location of eroticism, although the chorus 'Darwaza band kar lo/Shut the door', shows their need for private space. The idea of the lovers' fantasy in the face of the reality of the average house, the disregard for real space and time and the banality or universality of the lyrics counterpoised with the picturisation of the song were striking in their brilliant use of the idioms of the Hindi film.

The other two moments were more sinister, involving questions of invisibility and anonymity. The second was the opening scene, which showed the heroine running around her college, looking for the invisible singer, whose song 'Tu haa kar, ya naa kar, tu hai meri Kiran/Whether you agree or not, you are mine, Kiran', states the stalker's intention and the film's focus on the limits of desire. The third was a Holi party when the stalker had warned the heroine he would put colour on her (rang dena 'to colour' has overt sexual connotations). She is tense but the family celebrates Holi as usual. However the stranger gains entry to their garden, disguised as a musician and he achieves his intention of playing Holi with the heroine. Apart from this manipulation of the medium of Hindi film, what interested me about Darr was its dangerous attraction. The performance by the then rising star, Shahrukh Khan, as anti-hero was disturbing because, although he was clearly a psychotic stalker, like the rest of the audience, I was on his side by the time of his confrontation with the hero.

I was surprised to realise that Yash Chopra, whose recent film Chandni was one of the first Hindi movies I ever saw, was in his 50s or 60s and yet making innovative films. He was also understated yet authoritative, shy but forceful and in spite of a thick Punjabi accent, highly articulate in English. I disagreed with his view that this was 'a boy who loved too much and did not know where to stop' but was intrigued by his argument. After the interview, I realised who this film-maker was. Not only had he made great films such as Waqt/Time (1965), Deewaar/The Wall (1975) but he was also the 'king of romance'. I resolved to interview him on my next visit to Bombay in connection with my research on romance, which led to All you want is money, all you need is love,2 but also developed into the idea of writing a book on the man himself.

I first wrote to Yash Chopra in March 1996 requesting a meeting. He did not reply. When in Bombay, I called and, since he kept an open office at that time, he agreed to meet me for an hour. In the flesh Yash Chopra did not fit with the image I had of him from his films or from the gossip magazines. Instead he seemed more of a businessman, a producer, ensconced in a palatial office. He was polite, but seemed a completely different person from the persona ascribed to him in popular imagination. Correct, quiet and thoughtful, yet totally 'unromantic'.

We met again that summer in Leicester Square then I returned to Bombay in February 1997 with a research project in mind, but he remained entirely the businessman, always making and taking telephone calls, giving little attention to what I thought were important conversations. I was very disappointed, and began to abandon my idea of a book about him. It was only when I accompanied him to his film sets that I saw an altogether different person, a high-spirited, hard-working creative film-maker, interacting with his stars and staff. We continued in this vein for four months, our only non-work conversations being about food and other films. Subsequently we have had many further meetings in the UK and in Bombay, while staying in touch via fax and phone. We became friends, in a strange way, comfortable and entertained enough by each other, close yet by no means intimate. Writing a book about someone one disliked would be a very perverse activity. Yash Chopra has declined to read my work ahead of publication and has made no attempt whatsoever to influence it.

The major source for this study are the dozens of interviews I recorded over the years with Yash Chopra. These were in English, with the occasional digression in Hindi/Urdu. He speaks Hindi on occasion when he complains his tongue is weary from English or if there is any likelihood of confusion. Then he repeats himself in the other language. The interviews took place in Yash Chopra's office, home, on sets, in the car, in Bombay, in London, and locations. Yash Chopra's use of English is fascinating, a mixture of old-fashioned government school English, modern English and American slang, phrases translated directly from Hindi and Punjabi, and his own idiosyncratic expressions which have entertained me, his family and friends, ending up as part of our own lexicon.3 However, I was unable to keep this rich language in my book, finding transcribed material wandered, was interrupted – mostly by the telephone and streams of visitors– and lacked the spontaneity and savour of its Punjabi pronunciation. However, I have kept very close to Yash Chopra's own words, editing rather than rewriting his words.

The key question this book asks is: Who is Yash Chopra? I see not one, but several Yash Chopras. One is the professional and public person, the film-maker–director, producer, storywriter, the person who has created the 'Yash Chopra' film, image, story, lifestyle etc. In writing about this Yash Chopra, I need to tie together Yash Chopra, the creative person, with Yash Chopra, the businessman. This is a multiple story, about the interaction of Yash Chopra the person with external forces and people. This is largely based on interviews with him and his colleagues, but also on external sources such as trade and gossip magazines and so on. In these contexts, I shall consider the idea of the 'auteur' in the context of Hindi film-making. The second is the Yash Chopra in the film texts themselves, where I consider his relations with the ideas of authorial experience that are seen within the lives of the screen characters. This does not imply that I find the texts autobiographical but they are nonetheless important because they reveal much about one or more Yash Chopra. Thirdly, there is Yash Chopra the private person, whom I have got to know in a range of situations. I intend to tie these various Yash Chopras together to give some wider portrait of the person and the films, while structuring my narrative chronologically around his cinematic output. How does one connect the quiet man and the boisterous Punjabi, the devoted family man, the great romantic, the hard-headed businessman? What has driven him to take such risks and to achieve such success?
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