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Stars are an integral part of every major film industry in the world. In this pivotal new series, each book is devoted to an international movie star, looking at the development of their identity, their acting and performance methods, the cultural significance of their work, and their influence and legacy. Taking a wide range of different stars, including George Clooney, Brigitte Bardot and Amitabh Bachchan among others, this series encompasses the sphere of silent and sound acting, Hollywood and non-Hollywood areas of cinema, and child and adult forms of stardom. With its broad range, but a focus throughout on the national and historical dimensions to film, the series offers students and researchers a new approach to studying film.
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INTRODUCTION

This monograph represents the first book-length academic study of Madhuri Dixit, one of Hindi cinema’s legendary female stars. Known as the ‘Dhak Dhak [Heartbeat] Girl’, she was the reigning queen of popular Hindi cinema in the 1990s. Hailed as ‘India’s first female superstar’ (Ghosh 2000: 164), ‘the most valuable star in the Hindi cinema’ for a brief period (Rajadhyaksha and Willemen 1999: 530), ‘a one-woman army in a man-dominated industry’ (Ghosh 2000: 164), the ‘female Bachchan’, comparing her to Amitabh Bachchan, the Hindi film industry’s foremost male action hero and superstar, who enjoyed unparalleled success in the 1970s (Mehta 2011: 161) and ‘Hindi cinema’s most successful heroine of all time’ (Sen 2014), Madhuri was the highest-paid actress in the 1990s, ‘proving that heroines alone could be responsible for the commercial success of films’ (Ghosh 2000: 166). Known as ‘the complete Indian woman’ (Sen 2014), she is celebrated for her quintessential Indian beauty, radiant smile, grace, and her riveting dance performances.

In a male-dominated film industry, her achievements are impressive. She enjoyed an enviable run at the box office, starring in a hit film every year from 1988 to 1995. When producers realised that her name on a marquee resulted in the all-important box-office opening, she began to render her heroes redundant and enjoyed a higher billing than the male lead; ‘scripts like Prem Granth [Book of Love, 1996] [were] being specially written with her in mind’ (‘Madhuri Dixit: One-Up!’ 1995: 32); and like the superstar Bachchan, whose name alone sold films to different territories, so did Madhuri (Ghosh 2000: 166). The Guardian reported that ‘for several years she was the only actress who could command the same fee as male stars. She was given top billing on several pictures, and was considered so bankable that directors often paired her with lesser-known – and younger – heroes’ (Goldenberg 1999). As producers inevitably bowed to her box-office potential, she raised her fees to rub shoulders with the highest-paid men – and got what she asked for. ‘I’m proud I did it because it paved the path for others to follow,’ she says in a recent interview.

And when you do something groundbreaking, there’s always a risk. But I think I was always clear what I wanted to be, where I wanted to be, and where I wanted women in cinema to be. So that always dictated my choices, whether it was the pricing or the choice of films, I wanted it to be the best and I thought I deserved the best. (Sen 2014)

That Madhuri managed to achieve – and, on occasion, exceed – parity in a patriarchal industry is a testament to her singular star-power.

An icon, myth, and an object of fantasy, she has been a muse for painters, poets, designers, actors, and film-makers in a collective attempt to demystify the Madhuri magic, and continues to inspire generations of young actors and dancers all over the world (as attested by the fandom of my student, April Vuncannon, who is now a trained kathak dancer). Madhuri’s journey to stardom, hailing from an ordinary, non-filmi,1 middle-class Maharashtrian family to transforming into one of Bombay cinema’s greatest female stars, is nothing short of a Bollywood fairytale. She has a temple,2 a star, a piece of waxwork, and a tribute film entitled Main Madhuri Dixit Banna Chahti Hoon! (I Want to Be Madhuri Dixit!, 2004) dedicated to her. However, despite her impressive twenty-five-year career, her indelible impact on Indian popular culture, and her continuing popularity as a transmedia celebrity there is a surprising absence of scholarship on her that this monograph seeks to redress.

Madhuri has had an unusual and distinctive career trajectory that upends pre-existing models of female stardom, by marrying at the peak of her career, withdrawing from the limelight for years, and then returning to extend her career into her early fifties by reinventing herself as a transmedia celebrity for a new generation. However, it is her unique contribution as a dancing star to Hindi cinema and popular culture that makes her stand out from other Hindi film stars, and warrants a place in this BFI Film Stars series. Known as the finest exponent of Hindi film dance, ‘Dixit’s dance numbers marked a redefinition of choreographic styles and radical changes in the movement vocabulary of the dancing heroine’ (ibid.: 130). Sohini Ghosh posits that even in conservative films, Madhuri could ‘prise open spaces for the play of women’s sexuality. Even an orthodox film like Beta [Son, 1992] for instance is compelled to include fantasmatic (sic) interludes to accommodate the Madhuri phenomenon through its song and dance sequences’ (Ghosh 2000: 167). Madhuri revelled in the subversive potential of erotic song sequences representative of spaces of resistance for Indian women surviving in a repressive society, and initiated‘radical changes in popular Hindi cinema’s representation of dancing bodies, especially those of its lead actresses and of female protagonists in general’ (Iyer 2015: 153), thus expanding the Hindi film heroine’s dance vocabulary to include movements hitherto usually attributed to the vamp.3

Madhuri was a zeitgeist icon of the 1990s – a star produced and shaped by her times who had the unique ability to reconcile the contradictions, conflicts and tensions of a tumultuous transitional period in modern Indian history. Studies on zeitgeist icons indicate that such stars reveal not so much what was happening socially and culturally at the time but, rather, what was coming into being or what was being left behind. ‘Stars can restate, often in new and modern forms, old identities and values, as well as calling a society towards newer, and perhaps confused, emergent values and values systems’ (Shingler 2012: 151). ‘She was a heroine, tailor-made for contradictory times. When Madhuri Dixit started work in 1984, India was just coming to terms with the end of state control over private enterprise’ (Bamzai 2008: 14), and by the time the first phase of her career ended, India was grappling with the vicissitudes of a globalised consumer culture and a rapidly transforming mediascape, precipitated by neo-liberalism. In terms of the historical context of the Hindi film industry, ‘Madhuri’s peak years coincided with a period of great transition in Hindi cinema’ between the 1970s angry young man and 1990s romantic revival. ‘She straddled the two eras with ease’, producing her best work with Anil Kapoor and the superstar Khan trio: Aamir Khan, Salman Khan, and Shah Rukh Khan (ibid.: 16).

In the following section, I shall provide a brief literature review and commentary on methodology. I have adopted a multi-modal methodology that is a synthesis of several critical approaches – not overly dependent on textual analyses of star performance, it foregrounds the importance of an approach relatively uncommon in the study of Indian film stars, that is, the industrial approach, exploring the hitherto understudied yet crucial role of mentors, collaborators and industry personnel (such as director, co-star, manager, choreographer) and interpersonal relations and contacts in the construction of a Hindi film star. In short, one of the primary goals of this scholarship is to highlight the significant collaborative influences of key players in the emergence of Madhuri as a dancing star in late 1980s–early ’90s popular Hindi cinema. It also seeks to emphasise dance choreographer Saroj Khan’s contribution in producing the star text, for ‘Dixit’s body was the perfect vehicle for Khan’s choreographic vision, and, together, the dancer-actress and the choreographer who achieved stardom with “Ek do teen” [One Two Three] conceptualized a new female movement vocabulary in popular Hindi cinema’ (Iyer 2015: 137). Moreover, I interrogate the conjunction of political, economic, and technological factors that created the conditions for the emergence of one of the first televisual
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