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Introduction

Abstractﬁ _ _ v

This M.Phivl;diSS_CI"ta't.iQI.l project attempts to study the post Iiberélization Bengali ‘parallel’
cinema aé a nos'talgic‘ﬁblih practice of the Bengali bhadralok intélligehtsia. I use the term
‘parallel’ to indicate its distinctive aesthetics and limited release structure in relation to
West Bengal’s mainstream cinema in fhis period. I wi'llvtry to demonstrate how an idea obf
the ‘glofiqu’s’ Bengali cinematic paét, and an atterﬁpt to‘vreclairn that ‘lost’ past became
Centrall to this film culture texfuélly and also }in' terms of its p‘roducvtiOn and publicity
10gic. Central to my study of this ‘pérallel_’ ci.n_ﬁc_ma,’s. nostalgiab(i;is.cours'e is the Question of
¢ ébod taste’ and how this is imagined in continuation with the earlier Bengali cinematic
practice. My project iaims- to problemat‘iz'e' this Very notion of ‘gdod taste’ for this cinerha
focusing‘ on how the idea was generated and p’rbliferated through film forms, production-
diStﬁbution chains, some speciﬁé exhibition sites, media instituti()ns etc. The dissertation
will try to map this ‘parallel’ cinema and its nostalgia discourse in poét 1990s West
Bengal recognizing its multiple origihs in the film society movement, in the over
valuation of realist film practice in journalistic and academic writings, in the late 1970s
and 1980s ‘crisis narrative’ of Bengali cinematic practice and in the overall bhadralok
anxiety in post liberalization Bengal. Relatiohally, I would also like to discuss how this
‘parallel’ film culture presupposes a kind of ‘cultured Bengaliness’ to be.performed in
film texts and their.cifculation, and how the informal middleclass intellectual machinery
maintains and structures this notion as a ‘difference’ from “tHe;mainstream model in its

networks and regimes of reception. .



The discourse of ‘our’ lost film tradition and attempts to reclaim that loss

ﬁlms were more innocent then, more romantic, more magical. The stars of
the 1930s were smarter and more elegant than those of today. Memories of
adolescence, as Sally Alexander points out, bear the weight of possibility,
those dreams of a- better life, of a- more beautiful self, that pervade the
adolescent’s intense wondering what might become. For the first movie made’
generation, the dreams were saturated with cinema; today their cinema is
gone. But the dreams are not forgotten. : ,
Annette_Kuhn.1

In An ‘Everyday Magic: Cinema and Cultural Memory, Anﬁette Kuhn beautifully
discusses hoW for the 1930s generation in Britain, certain patterns of remembrance of
eihema going. got associated with their memories of growing up, of adolescence and
chjldhood The memdry ~of ‘the film. texts ~and the mer’nory. of cinefna going or the
p0551b111t1es of cinema going was an 1mportant element of the shared ‘dream’ of a
generatlon who lost their cinema but kept the dream ahve with them. It is not rare for any
generatlon habltuated to a mode of film gomg practice and certain patterns. of ﬁlm culture
to become dlsappomted when they encounter a newer film culture. The sense of lost
perfection and dlsapproval comes when the new cinema for the new generation does not
fit into the mould that the preVious geheration- lives with in their memory and in their
imagination. It is not exceptional for the cinemé of any period or of any culture to be
situated in a past/ present comparison, or for a generation to feel a sense of regret and loss
about what the previous ‘generation had. However in historicizing a film culture we only
recognize something as a ‘break’ when the past/present trope or lamehtation for
something lost goes beyond the generational conflict. We may call it a break when the
remembrance of ‘something lost’ acts not\ only in the registers of a generational
difference but also in some other broader parameters- in larger socio-political-measures,
in the patterns of the constitution of new elem'er_lts of social class formation or in
altemative patterns that ‘reclaim’ that loss. In the 19805-}9905, Bengali cinema
'experience'd a sense of ‘loss’, and the attempt at ‘reclaiming that loss’ in film texts,
production and film discourse took place at a scale that can potentially be called a ‘break’

in the history of Bengali cinema. My concern in this dissertation is to explore that

- ! See Annette Kuhn, Ch. 5, “Growing up with Cinema” in An Everyday Magic: Cinema and Cultural
Memory ( London & New York: I. B. Tauris & Co, Ltd, 2002) p. 134.



narrative of reclamation in post 1990s Bengali cinema while relating it to the historical

break of the Bengali film industry.

_ To recognize the break and the narrative of reclamation I have to Very-bn’eﬂy
mentlon the cultural domlnance of a particular (bhadralok) class in Bengal and its
relation to Bengali cinema. 2 The questlon of bhadralok taste and bhadralok film culture
is cent_ral to the narrative of reclamation that I am concer_n_ed w1_th in this dissertation.
“Bhadralok” literally meéning ‘gentle folk’ in Bengali language is a term widely used in
Bengal to refer to the educated, though not necessarily affluent rﬁiddle and upper sections
- of society, and is often used not only as a socio economic category but also as a cultural
entity. As scholars have explored during British colonization in India (1757- 1947) an
upwardly mobile section emerged in Bengal that was physically removed from the
productlve activities of both agriculture ‘and industrialization, but gained a mgmﬁcant o
position as the ruling class. Western edueation, a certain kind of learriedness, a world of
culture and the rhetoric about culture gave a unified identity to this heterogeneous
- category called bhadrafok formedfof principally Hindu ‘upper’ caste groups. And in the
late nineteenth century they came to exercise social power and cultural dominance over
both urban centers like Calcutta as well as the rural areas. The bhadralok class of i)re-
independence India that had received rents from the zamindari system, survived in the
later period on Government service and other learned professions. It is interesting to note
thet this dominant class in Bengal did not represent the commercial interests either of the
agrarian sector or of the industrial sector. And scholars have argued that one of the main
aspects of Bengali culture is the “non Bengali nature of Ber;gal’s economic classes and
also the non productive character of its rulling elites, the Bhadralok™. In the Bengali film
'ihdustry however, this bhadralok presence gained significance in ;he 1930s with the
remarkable success of New Theaters that continued in the later decades of the Uttam-

Suchitra era. Sharmistha Gooptu has tried to explain the narrative of bhadralok cultural

2 For this brief narrative of bhadralok history in the following lines I drew from Tithi Bhattacharya, The
Sentinels of Culture: Class, Education and the Colonial Intellectual in Bengal (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2005), Sumit Sarkar, Writing Social History (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997)
and Aseema Sinha, The Regional Roots of Developmental Politics in India: A Divided Leviathan (Indiana
Umversny Press, 2005).

3 See Aseema Sinha, The Regional Roots of Developmental Polzttcs in India: A Divided Leviathan (Indiana
University Press, 2005) p. 185.



dominance in 1930s Bengali cinema in an article where she has argued that the
(economic) marginalization of the bhadralok class within the Bengali province and in the
country “led the bhadralok to better appreciate opportunities thrown up by newer,

relatively unexplored avénues like the Cincma”4.

In Bengali Cinema: An 'Other Nation, Goovptuv: sees how the New Theaters’
success led to a Bengali bhadralok cinema supported by its close éonr_lection_s with
Bengali literature, the literati and the diS;:ourse of Bengali'c‘ult'tur'e.5 Wh_atvshé calls the’
“perfect marriage of economics and respectability”® and the discourse of B_engali—ness is,
acéording to her, continued in different generic practices, cinematic figures and _directiohs
_in the later period of Bengali cinema. In her book, she sees in this Bengali-ness a desire -
to imagine Bengal as an alternative/other nation to. India. In his critique of Bengali
Cinema: An Other Nation, Méinak Biswas while recognizing its archival value has
pOfnted out the limitatibns of this kind of an imagination — one that ho'mo'gén.izes the
contradictory tendencies of Bengali cinema in a ﬁarrative of bhadralok culture and
Bengali-nessj Biswas asks what then will happen to instances like Bengali diregtors and
techniciénS'working in the South Indian films shot in the studios of Calcutta during 1931-
1935, or how should one see the influence Qf Kashmiri or Parsi theater figures in films
like Jhinder Bandi or Khudhita Pashan. Even in popular New Theaters films like
Vidyapati or Chandidas, Biswas finds the art direction, acting style, and background
music in many Ways much closer to other regions of India than bhadralok Bengali
culture. The problem arises when this Bengali bhadralok class or bhadralok culture is
seen and treated as an ahistoric, fixed category that remains stable across time. We must
remembér that in the being and becoming of the bhadralok class, the changing idea of the
self, socio-political transformations, the emergence of newer belief systems and o=ther
major and minor social phenomena have always acted on this category as in the case of
any other social and cultural tyf)e. A problem arises if we completely ignore the

slipperiness of this term while using it in history writing. And yet, this term is a necessary.

4 See Sharmistha Gooptu, “An Appeal Beyond Aesthetics”, EPW, June 14, 2003, p. 2413.

’ See Sharmistha Gooptu, Bengali Cinema: An Other Nation (New Delhi: Roli Books, 2010).

6 Gooptu, “An Appeal Beyond Aesthetics,” p. 2414.

7 See Moinak Biswas, “Jatiyota O Atmaparichayer Taan,” Anandabazar Patrika, 2™ Apri, 2011, p. 6.
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signifier in Bengal’s cultural history, and simply because of the ‘heterogeneous‘tender'icy,
that the notion and the idea that the ‘bhadralok’ carries we can not restrain our self from
using the term. I believe it is wise to use this term as a provisional unity, while being

~ aware of its limitations, and also of the possibilities of plurality that this term can refer to.

The historian Sumit Sarkar sees this self deﬁning term ‘bhadralok’ serving as
~sociological shorthand and also as avbr‘oad charismétic authority for itself in the class’
selvf.vperception.8 This idea of bhadralok self-perception i'siuseful to me for Unde‘rst.anding’
the ‘break’ that I see in cinematic practice and to map the narrative of reclamation that I
want to explore. The discourse of bhadralok culture and the notion of a certain kind of
‘Bengali-ness vth_at was a dominant fé_atu_r_g:,of Bengali cinema experienced a break in
bhadralok perception in-the 1980s. Here it would be valid to ask whether this was
essentially.a real ‘break’ in the history of Béngali cinema, or if, and how much this was
based on azcertain perception. And rpore- importantly, whose perception._and' perspectiile _
should wertake as the standard perception and perspective. It seems to me that this is a
quesﬁon that can be debated over endlessly and we may never find any final ansWer.
Hence, 1 would like to start with the question of a belief system and its dominance ih
vstructuririg a cultural history. Beng.alvi cinema in the 1950s and the 1960s and partly in the
1970s niay represent and carry multiple cultural inﬂuences,. but in the dominant belief
system, it was a cinema of the Bengéli bhadralok class. The popular imagery of thé
Uttam-Suchitra romance, or the ﬁarratives based on Bengali literature possibly had an
audience also iﬁ the non bhadralok section of Bengal’s population, but largely the
pleasure it provided, the world it represented is closevto the bhadralok world and is .
identified as ‘our cinema’ 1n the bhadralok belief system. Moreover, in the period that I
take as the context for my narrative of post liberalization0Be1_1gali cinema, the 1980s’
Bengali public _spheré stron-‘gl'yv identified this cinema of the previous decadés as the
cinema of ‘our’ bhadralok Bengali class and recognized these decades as the ‘glorious
past’ bof Bengali cinema. And at the same time, the 1980s is seen as a ‘break’ in

bhadralok film history with the emergence and populari_ty of a certain kind of Beng‘ali

8 See Sumit Sarkar, Writing Social History (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997) p. 169.



film that caused the ‘crisis phase’ of Bengali cinema in this period and the decades that

followed.

The Bengali ﬁhn 1ndustry in the 1980s experienced a ‘new phase of Bengah
cinema with a new group of ﬁlm makers and producers and the1r nnaglnatlon of a ‘new’
target audience with films like Shatru (AIl_] an Chowdhury, 1984) or Gurudakshina (Anjan
Chowdhury, 1987). The narrative frameworks heralded by directors like Anjan
Chowdhury in the earlier 1980s Were’followed hy filmmakers like Swapah Saha and
Haranath Chakrabdrty in the late 1980S and 1990s with films like Mangaldeep (Haranath
Chakraborty, 1989), Bedenir Prem (Swapan Saha, 1992) Ajker Santan (Haranath '
Chakraborty, 1997), Pabitra Papi (Anup Sengupta, 1997) or Baba Keno Chakor?
(Swapan Saha, 1998). While being extremely popular,‘ these films eamed widespread
criticism from the Bengali® bhadralok intelligentsia for theif ‘vulgarity’ and the ‘crudity’
of their narrative model. Popular newspapers and magazines publlshed letters of a
d1ssatlsf1ed Bengali film audience, and the opinion of industry persons regarding this
‘crisis’ of Bengah Cinema. Perhaps the main reason for bhadralok discomfort was that
the mamstream model of Bengali cinema started incorporating ‘masala’ elements’ like
stmg and dance sequences, stereotypical villainé, modes of hyper melodrama which were
seen as closer to Hindi film aesthetics in the bhadralok public sphere. There were
instances when Hindi films were dubbed in Beng\;ali10 and Bengali films like Tinmurti
(Pramed Lahiri, 1984) had a Bombay star cast. Bangladeshi film production houses also

made films like Beder Meye Josna (M()tiur Rahman Panu, 1991) or Swarﬁi Keno Asami?
| (Manowar Khokan, 1997) that became hugely'popular in the Bengali mainstream film
market. The popularity of these ﬁlms caused a strc)ng sense of disapproval and anxiety

amongst the bhadralok intelligentsia.

? I must refer here to an-essay by Sharrmistha Gooptu , “Changing contexts, new textéf’ in the book-
Television in India: Satellites, Politics and Cultural Changes ed. by Nalin Mehta (Taylor & Francis,
2008). In this essay Gooptu talks about these films’ emergence in the 1980s in the Bengali film industry
and she uses the term ‘masala’ films.

19 Eor instance the dubbed version of Hindi films 11ke Mastan ( Aseem Samanta, 1989) or Dalal (Partho
Ghosh, 1993) had parailel releases in Bengal.



~ In this context I identify some films like Um’she April (Rituparno Ghosh, 1996),
Asukh (Rituparno Ghosh, '1999),3Pa_romitar Ekdin (Aparna Sen, 2000) Ek Je Achhe
- Kanya (Subrata Sen, 2001), ‘Shanjhbatir 'ROOpkathara (Anjan Das, 2002 ) etc that
emerged in the mid 90s in a direct. oppositional stance towards the mamstream and
constructed the paradigm of the post liberalization Bengah parallel’ cinema, not only in
terms of their use of partlcular aesthetic devices or their clnematlc appeal but also their
‘ 1magmat10n of an audlence the1r marketlng structure, the1r production patterns and the
: loglc of the1r publlClty Popular press columns appreciated these' films (by ﬁlmmakers_»
like Rituparno Ghosh, Anjan Das and others) for regeneratmg a ‘lost’ pleasure -and -
reclaiming the lost (_bhadralbk) audience of Bengéli cinema. The dissatisfaction with the

mainstream model however continued in the press and in public sphere discussions.

One of the very first wrltmgs that appeared 1n Sattar Dashak (The decade of
_ Seventles) is an essay by Someshwar Bhoumik called “Sattar Dashaker Bangla Chhabi”/
“The Bengali Films of the Nineteen Seventies” where he observes the deterioration of
Bengali cinema in the late 1970s with films like Amanush;‘ Ananda- Ashram or Baba
Taraknath arguing that these films were devoid of the ‘cle‘én entertainment value’ that
was a characteristic of Bengali films in the 1950s artd the 1960s.!! Somen Ghosh in his
book Bangla Ci"nemar Palabadal (The Changing Phase of Bergali Cinema) has tried to
analyze this ‘crisis’ ridden peried of Bengali cinema when he obsert/es that “when a
totally unfealistic, lower standard film made its silver jubilee at the box office, it
expressed our shameless nature in our cultural chara_cterless-ness.”12 It’s interesting to
note that like Ghosh, the opinions express.ed in many other books and articles saw the
popularity of certain kinds of films as a markef of the ‘crisis’ of the Bengali film
industry. Ghosh later even laments the popularity of a filmmaker hke Anjan Chowdhury.

He writes about Chowdhury,

(I have heard that) he (Anjan Chowdhufy) has broken the records of many of
the earlier filmmakers. He has become so famous that even other directors are
keen on having their film scripts written by him. But it is difficult to digest his

' See Someshwar Bhoumik “Sattar Dashaker Bangla Chhabi” in Sattar Dashak ed. By Anil Acharya
(Kolkata: Anushtup Publication, 1981) p. 28-43.

12 See Somen Ghosh, Ch. 7 “Natuner Sandhan?” in Bangla Cinemar Palabadal/ The Changing Phase of
Bengali Cinema (Calcutta: Shyamali, 1990) p.135. Translation mine.



films for any educated Bengali with proper taste. His films are not only unreal
and bizarre, but full of a kind of tasteless vulgarity. It is really a matter of
research, which class of audience makes these films hits. '

Ghosh laments the loss of the ‘characteristic purity’ that Bengali films once had and their
efficient expression of ‘clean reality’ that was rare in other regional films.'* Tt is "not only
Ghosh but also in the Writings of others like Partha Raha or Rajat Roy that the ‘culturalvl'.
_superiority’ of earli_e’r Bengali ﬁlms comparéd to both other regional films of that period
and contemporary Bengali films is discussed. Raha for instance develbps his comparison
of Bengali cinema’s ‘now’ and ‘then’ ﬁafréﬁve nbt_ only in terms of the deieribraﬁon of
film quality, but also with r_eferenée to the emergence of the control of Tollywci(_)d by the
Bombay mafia or the underworld .dons of the coal industry and that of the non-Behgali _
film producers chain (with sumames like Kejriwal, Agarwal or Khait.an)lszRaj at Roy in
his book ‘similarly recognizing {he _ ‘decli’ning’.' quality of Bengali ﬁlfns, studies thé
fragmentation of the Bengali audience'®. Most of these writings present a crisis étory of
Bengali cinema from the perspective of the “eduéated Bengali bhadralok class”, who
feels distanced from the ‘crudity’ and ‘vulgarity’ of the contemporary mainstream model

and the target audience of this model.

. Sharmistha Gooptu going beyond this narrative of lamentation, identifies the
1980s as a departure from the order of ‘bhadralok Bengalinesé’ and tries to focus on the
logic of its emergence”. She identiﬁes the reasons for the emergence of this cinema as
the financial crisis of the industry, the emergence of TV culture as an alternative to the
cinema going habit of the middle class audience (especially of middle class women
whom she sees as until then, “the industry’s most stable audience segment”lg), and the
death of Bengali cinema’é top star Uttam Kumar that resulted in “a profound
transition”'®. She maps her argument in terms of ﬁfstly, the changing scenario of West

Bengal’s socio political situation when the Left front government came to power in 1977

" Ibid, p. 162. Translation mine.

“ Ibid.

'3 See Partha Raha, Bangla Chalachchitra Kathakata o Anyanya Prabandho (Kolkata: Ratna Publication,
2004) p. 80-81. .

'® Rajat Roy, Bangalir Chalachchitra O Sanskriti (Kolkata: Sristi Publication, 2001).

17 Gooptu, Bengali Cinema: An Other Nation, Op. cit, p. 254.

'8 Ibid, p. 263. _

" Tbid.



and how they transformed ‘public imagery’ from the better sections of society to the
‘subaltern classes’, and secondly the changed strategy of the marketing of Bengali
popular cinema that could provide “a unique local brand” to the people who “had never |
been so directly addressed”. 2 It is true that the Left secured its electoral base in Bengal
for more than three decades by using the strong support of the rural population and the
‘uneducated’ urban labor classes. But scholars have also shown, how the leftist regime |
was based on the bhadralok leadership of Bengal and party leaders and ministers mostly
‘represented’ the bhadra, educated, urban class®'. So the transformed imagination of the
‘subaltern classes’ as the Cinema going publrc might not follow the simplistic logrc of the
overpowering presence of the subaltem class’ in the Leftlst regime. Parallel to the
popularity of a certain kind of .Bengah cinema amongst a certain audience base, a
dissatisfaction and disapproval about bthern also emerged in the pnblic sphere quite
srgniﬁcantly, and a strong sense of Lef‘tist rhetoric can be felt in these critiques. Even the
initial years of the Leftist politics of Bengal took the cultural. aspects of Bengali society
quite seriously: the West Bengal Film Development Corporafion Limited was established
in 1983, the foundation of Pas_chimbanga Natya Academy in 1986‘,vthe Paschimbanga
Bangla Academy in 1987, and the establishing of Nandan, the West Bengal Film Centre
in 1985 reflected the state’s idea of ‘edncating 'the masses’, vto_ develop their ‘art sense’.
The expansion of Calcutta during this period and the emergence of a new city bred class
in this ,expanding city definitely had its impact on the idea of film entertainment but that

might not be explicated or comprehensible in a linear causal chain.

Gooptu very interestingly observes how the narrative logic of cinema changed
during this period for a new film market: bringing in ‘action heroes’ who were almost
absent in the earlier decades of Bengali cinema, or offering the story of a “domestic
servant’s romance and marriage with his employer’s danghter” whereas in earlier Bengali

films the figure of the servant had been used only for comic relief.”” The marketing

2% 1bid, p. 266- 267.

2! For details see Atul Kohli, The State and Poverty in India: the Politics of Reform (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987) Also see Kohli , Democracy and Discontent: India’s Growing Crisis
of Governability (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), and Aseema Sinha., The Regional Roots
of Developmental Politics in India: A Divided Leviathan ( Indiana University Press, 2005).

22 Gooptu. Bengali Cinema: An Other Nation, Op. cit, p. 264-265.



‘question was central to the film aesthetics and plot development behind this
‘transformation’ of Bengali cinematic practice, but along with it we also have to
understand the newer pfoduction system and its opérating logic.”> Moreover, in this
transformative narrative, the imagination of a certain type of spectator was more
important than the actual/ real audience. For me to explore the break and the reclamation
narrative, this idea and imagination, fnemory and perception of the past and the present
. playsb a much more important role than what ‘real changes’ occurred in the audience base. -
.One brief example that I want to give here to problematize the narrative of the newer
phase of Bengali cinema that ‘exclusi\'/_;:l?* served the 'suba'ltem‘mass of Bengali cinema
is the role of television. If it is taken for granted that from the 1990s onwards, television
provided bhadralok entertainment that caused the decline of bhadralok spectatorship of
Bengali cinema and that in turn resulted in a certain kind of Bengali film being
exclusively made for a certain kind of film audienée whc; did not have television sets at
 their homes, then how do we deal with the question of the increasing Visibility.of the new
kind 6f mass cinema on television as well? Is it the same bhadralok public Who are fine
with this kind of ﬁlrh practice on TV, but are reluctan_f to visit the film theatres to watch
these films, or is there something in the production/distribution/exhibition logic beyond
the textual logic that caused this middle class reluctance. The question of technology is

also important and hence needs a serious discussion.

Thus in my narrative, to understand the ‘break’ in bhadralok cinema I rely on the
perception of the bhadralok belief syst‘em, and whether the same bhadralok hegemony
that denied the emergence of a new Bengali film culture were fine to be habituated with it -
on TV or not is a spectatorship question that is difficult to establish, andAone that does not
impact the bhadralok nostalgia for a cinema that is lost. What I am concerned_'with here
for my narrative is the dominant bhadralok belief system and their position on the new
mainstream cinema. And I trace from newspaper archives and my interviews of the -
people who experienced that moment as film directors, producers, film society activists,

journalists or simply film viewers how the dominant (bhadralok) belief system rejected

3 1 have tried to explore this question briefly in my first chapter in my discussion of a figure like Swapan
Saha and the production chain that he or his contemporary film makers of Bengal worked with.
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this new phase of Bengali cinema. And in this very moment the various sectors engaged
in the history wﬁting of Bengali cinema posit the contemporary in a ‘crisis narrative’
comparing it to the ‘glorious’ history of Bengali cinema. From the régular section of
nyewspapc:r columns to a change in fhé film society approach, from making documentaries -
on Bengali ﬁim; history to the emerging habit of watching old Bengali films on the big
-screen (Nandan screenings) or small screen, the public sphere is. gomg through a phase of
gaining a. ‘historical’ awareness ._of Bengali ﬁlms. With a certain kind of Behgali_ film
: beédmihg popular with a certain kind of people, the bhadralok started contrasting their
films and their film culture of the past with ktvhe culture that dominates in present moment
with its ‘crudity’ and ‘vulgarity’. Imagining the present moment as the dominance of the
vulgar maiﬁstream, the bhadralok public sphere discoﬁrsé imagined a ‘parallel’ of the
quality films of the past and present excepﬁons that carry a legacy of that past. And I
believe thét it is this serious éttempt to reéognize‘énd differentiate ‘our’ films from ‘their’
films that led to the narrative of reclaiming “our’ (bhadralok) films. Here it is also
important to mention that the cultural need for a bhadralok ‘parallel’ film culture and the
‘parallel’ film culture that came into being are not necessarily linked in a causal chain..
Both these phenomena - the cultural need for a bhadralok parallel cinema and an
emergent (parallel) film culture feed inio each other. In this discourse of ‘parallel’
Bengali cinema, bhadralok nostalgia and a memory of the bhadralok cinematic past
provided fhe perspective from which an idea of the ‘parallel’ came into being. Both in
idea and in the practice of this ‘parallel’ film culture in the post liberalization moment, I
see a significant departure from the earlier ‘parallel’/‘art house’ traditions of Bengali
films.

The idea of a Bengali ‘Parallel’ Cinema in the Post Liberalization Moment

Shoma A. Chatterjee in her book recognized a new wave of Bengali films in the
1990s with films like Ek Je Achhe Kanya, Unishe April or Titli 2* She states that when the

monotony and the lack of art of the mainstream made ‘us’ disappointed, a ‘ray of hope’

? See Shoma A. Chattejee, Cinema Shudhu Cinema Noy/ Cinema is not only Cinema (Kolkata: Parumita
Publication, 2004).
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could be sensed in this new stream of Bengali films that were ‘good films’ and were also

commercially successful.”’

What she found ‘new’ in this new stream of (pvarallel)‘ films
was the ‘new’ point of view towards the ‘not so new’ subjects"of their plots. In an
- Anandabazar Patrika article, Swap'ah Kumar Ghosh in recognizing this ‘departure’ of
some new Bengali films saw them as carrying the legacy of good Bengali commercial |
films and described how these films. remained ‘parallel’ to the contemporary
_mainstream % In Bengall the origin of the art/parallel cinema diseourse can be traced
back to the late 1940s ﬁlm society movement and the formatlon of the Calcutta Film
‘Soczety (in 1947) “spearheaded by Satyajit Ray, who with his associates underlined the

31gmﬁcance of cmema as a recogmzed art form™’.

The ﬁlm societies vby organizing
festivals, bringing out publications, arranging talks, took pride in “serving the cause of
good cinema” and mobiliZing the “hopes of a healthy film scene”.2® The 1950s witnessed
the release:and international reeognition of Satyajit Ray’s Pather Pgnchali. The ﬁlin had
its theatrical*debut and a special screening at the Museum of Modern Art in 1955. It was
- widely admired in the international festival circuit and in 1956 received the ‘Best Human
Doc_"ument’ award at the Cannes Film Festival. In the writings of film society members
then, the split between mainstream popular films and ‘quality’ films was maintained. Ray
himself in his writings was critical of the ‘quality’ of average Indian films pointing
towards their “visual dissonances’ and ‘lack of maturity’ in the fundamentals of film
making.” In 1965 Cine Central was established in Calcutta W1th film director Madhu
Bose as the President and Satyajit Ray as the Vice President of this organization, to

‘increase appreciation for good films among the general public’. 30

The second generation of ‘art house’ filmmakers like Goutam Ghose, Buddhadeb
Dasgupta, Utpalendu Chakraborty and Nabyendu Chatterjee emerged during the Indian

New Wave movement of the 1970s. In India ‘New Cinema’ directors influenced by the

% 1bid, p.11.

%6 See Swapan Kumar Ghosh. “Bangla Chhabite Ekhan Anek Vagavagi”. Anandabazar Patrika, 4™
October, 2000, p. 5 _

27 See Prabodh Maitra ,“The Film Scene Summmg Up”, Seven Decades of Bengali Cinema (Calcutta:
Nandan, 1990).

%8 Thid.

% See Satyajit Ray. Our Films Their Films (Orient Longman Private Limited, 1976) p. 21.

9 As referred in the memorandum of the association of the Cine Central, Calcutta.
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auteuristic orientation of 1960s international art cinema engaged in an ‘alternative’ film
practice that defined itself in opposition to the mainstream cir‘lema.31 Aruna Vasudev
pbirits out how this new movement was born of * governmental decision’ and not from |
“the impetus of filmmakers rebelling against the existing popular cinema,*? whereas
critics like Iqbal Masud criticize fhis cinema’s own version of orthodoxy and detachment
from average V_i»ewers33 . Mira Reym_Binford sees this cinema as a kind of second or
alternative 'nat_ional cinema which demonstrates’f “the nation’s progressive social
commiﬁnents and mbdern culturél stance” internationall_y.34 M. Madhava Prasad reads
this cinema’s re’alist- aesthetics as a natibnal, political project positioning it in the broader
terrain of the state’s ideol'ogiéal p‘rac'tice.3 * The New Cinema directors of India radically
departed from the idea of the mainstream and the model of 1ndian popular cinema both in
terms of film form and film content. For fundiﬁg and distribution of their films in many
“cases they had to rely on state organizations like the FFC that later became the NFDC and
other state bodies. -The 'F%FC. or the Film Finance.‘ Corporation was founded by the
' govemment in 1960 with the aim of giving loans to directors iwho wanted to make films
outside thé corhmercial circuit and of supporting films with small budgets by talented and
promising directors. In 1980 the FFC merged with Film Eprrt Corporation to form the
~ National Film Development Corporation (NFDC). d

This period of ‘experimental’ film making in India coincided withi the new
political phase of Bengal when the Leftist front came to power and took special interest
in ‘developing’ film culture in Bengal. Before the formation of the West Bengal Film
Development Cbrp’oration, the Government of West Bengal produced films like»
Ganadebata (Tarun Majumdar, 1979), Hirak_Rajar Deshe (Satyajit Ray, 1980) or
Parshuram (Mrinal Se;,_ 1980). In 1980 the West Bengal Colour Film & Sound
Laboratory Corporation Limited was incorporated as a wholly owned Government

organization in Bengal with the object of promoting and undertaking the improvement of

31 See Mira Reym Binford, “The Two Cinemas of India” in John D. H. Downing ed. Film and Politics in.
the Third World (New York: Praeger, 1987).
z Cited in Yves Thoraval, The Cinemas of India (Macmillan, 2000) p. 146.

Ibid.
34 Binford, Op. cit, p. 164.
35 See Madhava Prasad, The Ideology of Hindi Film: A Historical Construction (Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1998) p. 188-216.
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‘cinema in _thev state. The name of the company was changed to West Bengal Film
Develooment Corporation Limited (WBFDCL) with effect from 1° July, 1983. Many
remarkable films of the second generatlon of art house filmmakers were produced or co-
produced by this orgamzatlon on behalf of the government of West Bengal. For example,
in 1981 with- Gautam Ghose’s Dakhal or in 1982 with ‘Buddhadeb Dasgupta s
Grzhayuddha or in 1983 with Utpalendu Chakraborty s Chokh or Saroj Dey’s Koni
(1986), _the ‘West Bengal - government showed its - investment, both hterally and
metaphorically, in ¢ good _ci‘nema-’.’B_ut most of their films failed to reach an audience for
- lack of proper distribution or laek.of popular appeal. Kivranfnoy Raha criticizes this
‘second birth’: ' ' '

...this resurgence, if so it can be called, seen in the eighties has been feeble
compared to that of the fifties and the sixties. For one thing many of the films

-the new generation of filmmakers have made or are making are in Hindi. For
another, except for Aparna Sen they appear to be overtly concerned with
economic and social issues rather than with human ones. *

If writers like Kiranmoy Raha blamed their thematic concerns for not being crowd
pullers,‘ Someshwar Bhoumik explored the difficulties of state patronage in drawing a

larger mass.*’

Raha quofed filmmaker Gautam Ghose saying that, “art filmmakers (like him) are
stagnating for the last fifteen years”.*® Ghose stated that “films are being made, sent to
the festivals and awards duly won- but that’s virtually the end of it,” implying that their
films do not have audiences outside the limited festival and film society circuits. On the
other hand, there were directors like Buddhadeb Dasgupta who did not believe in wider
communication in their films. Nandan organized a face to face dlscussmn with film
maker Buddhadeb Dasgupta in 1993 where he was asked by someone why he or the
second generation of art house _ﬁlminakers in Bengal did not get the minimum level of
‘commercial success; that film makers like Satyajit Ray got. Dasgupta in this discussion

said that he relied on a marginal film crowd that might watch his films and also said that

- See Kiranmoy Raha . Bengali Cinema. (Kolkata: Nandan, West Bengal Film Centre, 1991) p. 81.
7 See Someshwar Bhoumik. Bharatiya Chalchchitra: Ekti Arthanaitik Pratzbedan / Indian Cinema: An
Economic Report {(Calcutta: Papyrus, 1996).

3% Kiranmoy Raha, Op. cit, p.81.
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he or film makers like him knew that they might never get a large film audience.*® And
he clearly expressed that his concern is to ‘communicate’ through his films with however
small an audience he gets, and not nécessaﬁly to ‘survive’ in the film market. Partha
“Raha has written ab_out this newer generation of art house film makers that except Aparna
Sen or Nabyéndu Chattopadhyay no one else thought of the andien_ce and preferred to
confine themselves to the ‘art film’ maker category. 0 Raha has elaborated that earlier art
film makers like Ray, Sen or Ghatak had produc}ers like Pramod Lahiri, bult contemporary
_film .makers are not that ‘fortunate’ to have su_ch producers. He has also ,pointed out that it
wonld be a nloro useful step on behalf of the govérnment if they would focus on the

release of the art house films instead of just producing them*'.

The: art cinema discourse in Bengal since its origin has been engaged in the over
“valuation of realism associated with ‘parallel’/‘s'enous’ cinema and a criticism of the
melodramatic form of malnstream films. In ﬁlm somety wntlngs thls idea of polarized
forms resulted in constructed boundaries between the two cinemas which could not be
trespassed and that seemed in their very nature irreconcilable. Gaston Roberge discusses
this discourse of polarization in the film society approach to cinema in detail, and
especially in Chidananda Dasgupta’s writings. Accordlng to Roberge Dasgupta has
worked out “the artificial opposmon between box office and art” so fully that “it is
“almost impossible -for him to say anything significant about the commercial cinema
beyond rejecting it.”*> In the second generation of writers as well this split was
maintained. And their focus was mostly conﬁned to .individual directors and their
‘original work’ aesthetic sense, auteunstlc orlentatlon and art cinema’s thematics that
are of mature, intelligent, adult interest contrary to the thematics of escapism propagated

by commercial film practice.* Going beyond this notion of cinema just as an individual

3% Source: Nandan’s publication of this conversation Mukhomukhi (/ Face to Face) -Buddhadeb Dasgupta.
(Calcutta: Nandan, 1993.
40 partha Raha. Bangla Chalachchitra Kathakata O Anyanyo Prabandho (Kolkata: Ratna Publication,
2004) p- 36.

*! Ibid.
2 See Gaston Roberge, The Indian Film Theory: Flames of Sholay, Notes and Beyond ( Kolkata: Sampark
Publication, 2010) p. 103.
43 As'in works of John W. Hood ( The Films of Buddhadeb Dasgupta, Orient Longman, 2005), Shoma A.
Chatterjee ( Parama and Other Outsiders: The Cinema of Aparna Sen,Parumita Publlcatlon 2002) or some
other works.
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art work, my effort in my dissertation will be to engage with the idea of cinematic
practice in its multiple dimensions. 1 would like to construct my narrative by examining '
the interrelation between the institutional and intellectual machineries that were in

process to make this cinema ‘parallel’ in the cultural framework of a particular period.

Here, in my dissertation T use the term ‘parallel” as associated With this film
.practice to indicatev its distinctive .aesthetics- and reStricted release in relation to the
Bengali mainstream cinema of this period. I draw _the term ‘parallel’ from its usage by the
press 'and other media discourses, and especially in the way they distinguish a body of
films by certain filmmakers from the regular mainstream to demonstrate liow this
'category is constructed in the production loglc of cinematic practice, by filmic apparatus
and also in the discourse generated around these ﬁlms Thomas Elsaesser looks at the
concept of ‘art cinema’ not only as a dlstmct formal-aesthetic style of narration but also
as an 1nst1tutlonal-pragmat10 category’. Similarly in my d1ssertation I would like to
examme the role of social and cultural 1nst1tutions in the constructed ness of th1s category
apart from its film aesthetlcs and narrative style. I will also look at the contradictory
features of this construction. While discussing the body of ﬁlms, their production-
distribution-exhibition logic, their textual approach and the materials produced along
with these films, I will also draw attention to and discuss films that do not quite belong,
and are at the margins of the ‘parallel cinema’ practice. For instance in the case of ﬁlms
like Hérbert (Suman Mukhopadhyay, 2006) the production economy and the discourse of
parallel-ness follows the same logic as that of any other ‘parallel’ ﬁlm But in its filmic
approach and politics of form I see it as a ‘departure’ from thev‘nos\talgia trope of the other
ﬁlms. On the other hand, the production and publicity logic of films like Ek Je Achhe
Kanya (Subrata Sen 2001 or Hathat Nirar Janye (Subrata Sen, 2004)are:crucial to study
.‘m order to . elaborate on the strategy of parallel -ness of this ‘parallel’ cinema discourse.
But as individual ﬁlm texts, I do not find them significant enough as exemplifying the
" nostalgia discourse that can be traced in other film texts. And finally in the case of the

recent Anjan Dutta films like Bong Connection (2007), or Madly Bangali (2009), the

* See Thomas Elsaesser, European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood (Amsterdam University Press,
2005).
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nostalgia trope gets entangled with contemporary youth discourse in a way that
‘distances’ them from both the mainstream model and also the so called bhadralok
-parallel films. It is too early for me to conclude whether they form a ‘third’ category or
represent the ‘new’ mamstream I can only speculate that with-this. new generatlon of -
ﬁlmmakers there might be a shift in the parallel cinema’ dlscourse in Bengal But I feel

- it is too early to formu_late an argument about _thls change .

So in my dis‘sertation I construct imy narrative with these contradictions and
tensions within the ‘parallel-ness’ of this dlscourse And I do not want to overlook the
» plurahtles or the possibility.of plurahty in this discourse in the post liberalization period.
Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover see ‘art cinema’ asv a category moving uneasily
between the commercial world and its artlsanal other.*’ They assert the elasticity of this
conv_entional definition of art cmema, or the lack of strict parameters as not just the
ambiguity of its critical history, but a central part of its specificity. This ‘uneasiness’ or
flexibility does not however restrict my approach in reading this film culture; on the
contrary, it widens my apprOach and enables me to argue that the ‘parallel’ film culture
was not produced through a presupposed ‘coherence’ of filmic t_exts, production process
and institutional policy; but rather that it was certain concerns in a particular moment
when some attempts or ambitions of various sectors gave rise to this film culture. Andre
Baliant Kovacs argues, ‘art films’ are ‘artistic’ by ambition and not necessarily by
quality. Thus something under the label of ‘art cinema’ may not be ‘artistic’ at all, just as
‘commercial entertainment - films’ can very often be commercial failures and not
entertaining .*® I find Kovacs’ formulation useful while locating my proj ect in the context
of the discourses of art cinema with the writings and the entire tradition of thinking of art
cinema and its audiences as cultured and refined aesthetes. It’s the ambition of being and
becoming ‘different’ that was an ‘important element in the constitution of the Bengali
‘parallel’ cinema discourse in the post liberalization moment. Kovacs’ position and his

analysis of what he calls a type of film that could not be categorized appropriately, ‘social

5 See Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, Global Art Cinema: New Theories and Histories ( New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010).

* See Andre Baliant Kovacs, Screening Modernism: European Art Cinema 1950- 1980 (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2007).
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fiction’ which is serious and looks like ‘art’ to its audience, is both interesting and useful
fqr my study. But at the same time there are a number of specificities in the post
liberalization Bengali “paréllel’ cinema that can not be generalized in this universal typé.
The New Wave movement in India in the 1960s was based on an art cinema discourse. In
Bengal as well there is an entire context Within which this discourse functions. In my
: disseftation, I will relate the post 1990s Bengali ‘pafallel’ cinemé to different mdments
: énd_ the multiple origins of thé notion of ‘ good taste’ and ‘quality films’ in the art cinema
discourse in Bengal. The discussion fegarding _a_H those "driffe_rent moments and the
‘parallel’ cinema discourse has so far mostly focused in-y on textual work in their over
valuation of ‘quality.ﬁlms". But the question of the quality of the ‘parallel’ stream is
something that is taken for granted as : an attribute. - I propose this- ‘quality’ is not
something pre-given, but a éonscious constrﬁct of its contexf. Sincé the earlier art cinema
discourse has been about aesthetics: aﬁd; social cohcern, rﬁy intervention will be to
examine the ‘constructedness’ of the notion of tasté, and how imbortant the question of
class is in this ‘construction’. Thus in this dissertation, I propose to study this very notion
of quality/good téste in the post 1990s Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema by examining the
cultural frameworks and networks of bhadralok inteliigentsia within which this discourse

is produced and its ‘difference’ from mainstream is maintained.

The earlier art cinema discourse in Bengal also articulated their self acclaimed
‘difference’ and superiority to the fnainstream as. the ‘parallel’ cinema discourse in the
post liberalization moment does. What is new in the post liberalization moment is that the
Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema discourse draws largely on not only the ‘art house’ tradition of
Bengali cinema but also the .earlier Bengali mainstream film practice. In an interview
Mrinal Sen expressed how filmmakers in the New Wave moment shared amongst
themselves a view that that none of them had gained anything from their earlier cinematic
tradition, and that all of them including him had departed from their earlier generation.*’
In film society movements, and in the second generation of art filmmakers, the tradition

of earlier mainstream film practice was never mentioned or consciously referred to in the

discourse. But in the post liberalization moment, the earlier tradition of the Bengali

4T As quoted by Dipankar Mukhopadhyay , Kathapurush (Kolkata: Papyrus, 2009) p. 76.
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mainstream cinema of the 1950s-1960s is largely talked about as a ‘lost glory’ in public
sphere  discussions and media texts, aild the ‘parallel’ stream imagines itself as a
. continuation of that tradition. The film texts on the one hénd, in their narrative and
- apparatus logic tried to regenerate that much desired ‘pa_sf—ness’, and the production
© process on the other hand, tried to reclaini that ‘lost’ cinerria of the Behgali film industfy.
The texts generated around this film culture eiigagve in this narrative of ‘réclamati‘on’ in |
inultiple dimensions and diverse directiohé. ‘And in this network of the imagination of
reclamation, a certain kind of past-ness bécame important for 'memcirializing t}ie earlier
cinematic trédition. The question I want to raise is how this memory discourse of ‘Bengali
- “paralle]l’ cinema locates itself in thé.largei narrative of the ‘historical awareness’ of the
Bengali cinematic past in contemporary public Sphéie discussions. At the same time, I am
_ cvuriousiabout how_ai cértain narrative of memorialization and bhadralok cinema nostalgia

plays upon the paradigm of parallel-ness that I am coiic_erned with.

Bhadralok restalgia and the politics of past-nes's in the post liberalization Bengali
| ‘parallel’ cinema _ | | | '
The 1990s is a period when a historical awdieness about Bengal’s cinematic past
was developing in different sections of thé Bengali public sphere. To begin with, in the
film society scenario a majof change came about with an awareness generated about the
earlier Bengali cinematic practice. My personal interview with Shamik Bandyopadyay
and the interview.of Bandyopadhyay publiShéd in Silliéuette issue; 2009 revealed how in
~ this period; film societies took an interest in earlier Bengali mainstream film makers and
their technical excellence.*® Veteran film society activists like Partha Raha or Surya
Bandyopadhyay however sees this as a ‘selective’ awareness of some filmmakers like
Tapan ‘Sinha or Tarun Majumdar and an ignoranc.ev about othevrs.49 In popular press
discourse, features about the earlier * _glory" of Bengali cinema became quite regular with
a nostalgia discourse generated around an icon like Uttam Kumar or film makers like Asit
Sen or Ajay Kar. Not only did this discourse circulate in a written form, but also many

discussions and forums were organized remembering that ‘cinematic’ past. Apart from

**% Author’s interview with Shamik Bandyopadhyay, September, 2010. Also see interview of Shamik
Bandyopadhyay, Silhouette, vol VII 10" November, 2009, p. 142- 156.
4 Author’s interview with.Partha Raha, July, 2010 and with Surya Bandyopadhyay, December, 2010.
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these, an exhibition center like Nandan made it possible to re visit that earlier ‘glory’ of
Bengali cinema in its retrospective sessions. Television’s growing presence and the
telecasting of earlier Bengali Vﬁlnis on Doordarshan’s Bengali channel and later on other
Bengali cable television channels contributed to foregrounding this _cinenia and making
people aware of and remember a popular tradition. In this historicizing attempt, a sense of
the lost past was generated in different patterns and through different mediums. With |
constant comparisons between the present and the past of Bengali cinema, a common
narrative of Bengali cinema history was :for-ming. Drawing from Partha Cha}ttexjee, 1 feel
that in the *forming’ of this bit of _history, these different sectors were also ‘making’ that
historical past in the public.50 Chatterjee writes that while writing a history of the past, if
the ways of Writing “are inextricably entangled in the-». ideoiogies of the histoﬁan’s
present, is not the historian, by ‘doing’ history, also participating in the ‘making’ of it"?’"51
‘Because in this history writing, the ‘presént’ was strongly present, and that was the crisis
ridden ‘present’ ef contemperary Bengali cinema, perhaps this historical awareness and
historicizing was directly related to the ‘transformation’ of the Bengali mainstream
scenario in the recent past. Its ihteresting to notice that when the news of the inauguration
of Nandan was published on 2" September, 1985 in three _different Bengali newspapers
(Anandabazar Patrika, Dainik Basumati and Jugantar) ‘a>particular article titled “ Bahgla
Chalachchitrer Krarﬁabikash”/ “The Development of Bengali Cinema” featured in three
of these newspapers where a linear historical trajectory was presented tracihg the initial
years of Bengali cinema, then the glorious middle period of the 1950s and the 1960s and
the decaying contemporary. This is the linear narrative structure that is mostly followed
in all the other historicization attempts and that provided the basis of the rewriting of

Bengali cinematic history. -

As theorists have already problematized the concept of ‘objective’ history writing
and the presence of the ‘innocent eye’ in interpreting the narrative of “what really

happened”, it is obvious that the historicizing discourse that I am pointing towards is not

5% Here I draw from Partha Chatterjee’s introductory essay of his edited book History and The Present
(Delhi: Permanent Black , 2002) p. 12. Chatterjee uses the term ‘by doing’ history how one also takes part
in ‘making’ that history.

*! Tbid.
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devoid of any agency. The agency is demonstrated in ‘finding’ the ‘provided’ facts of
Bengali cinematic pastvand ‘selecting’ and ‘ordering’ them in a generalized narrative.
Drawing from Claude Levi-Strauss, Hayden White elaborates that ‘History’ _is' never
simply history, but always ‘history for’, history written for some interests and vyit_h an
A ai‘m.52 The ‘aim’ here is to locate the ‘deterioration’ of contemporary Bengali cinema that
exists on a separate plane from the ‘ideal’ _Beng_ali cinema that ‘we’, the bhadralok class-
used to have in the past. And at the same time, a legacy of the Bengali cinematic past is
imagined in the exceptrons of the contemporary Press features and other historicization
attempts imagined films like Umshe April or Paromztar Ekdm as carrylng that legacy. So
the d1scourse of parallel-ness} is imagined in these complex mtersectmg spheres of -
‘continuation’ and “difference”. On the one h'and past-ness works to imegine a continuing
thread-between the cinematic exceptlons in the contemporary and the glonous past of
Bengali film history, and on the other hand, it differentiates them from the “vulgar’ and
- contemporary mainstream. Th1s past-ness sworks in terms of film narratives - in the.
dominance of a narrative style that focuses a lot on the past of the protagonist or. simply
refers to past events. And on the productlon lcvel the cxhlbltlon set up and in the regimes
of reception a kind of past-ness is also generated. The sense of the dominance of the past
and its effects that are widespread in the parailel cinema of the present makes this a

‘nostalgic film practice’.

Here I would like to mention what Fredric Jameson’s argument about ‘nostaigia
films’ is and especially his demonstration of how they reinvent past experience (of a
generation) in the form of a “pastiche.”® Jameson, differentiating ‘pastiche’ from parody
argues that in ‘nostalgia films’ like Star Wars the film form instead of being a satire on
the past satisfies a deep longing to experience that past again. Jameson explores how
nostalgia works in films like Boa’y Heat that are based on the contemporary period and
that “conspire to blur that immediate contempora_ry reference and make it possib“leto

receive this too as nostalgia work - as a narrative set in some indefinable nostalgic past,

52 See Hayden White, “Interpretation of History” in his Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism.
(Baltimore & London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978) p. 56.
* See Fredric Jameson, “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” in John Belton, ed. Movzes and Mass

Culture (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers Umversrty Press, 1996). m 'l_D S 9_8
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an eternal '30s, say, beyond history”**. It is interesting to observe in this connection how .
films like Unishe Apri/ Nineteenth April (Ritupamo Ghosh, 1996), Asukh/ Malaise
(Rituparno Ghosh, 1999) or Parom'itar Ekdin/ House of Memories (Aparna Sen, 1999)
erase the sense of contemporary in their narrative design. The story of the mot]ner-
- daughter relationship crisis in Unishe April in its narrative style makes it Work like a
narrative that can be set off in any period or :even anywhere. Similarly the protagonist
- Banalata’s isolation in an old ancestral house in a film like Bariwali/ The Lady of the
House (thuparno Ghosh, 1999 ) or Paromlta s remembrance of her mother in law Sanaka
in Paromitar Ekdm can bé set in any time period. The instance of Dahan /T he burning
(Rituparno Ghosh, 1998) is even more interesting. Dahan is based on a novel by Suchitra v
‘Bhattacharya wh1ch is again based on a true event in Calcutta when a journalist rescued a -
housewife from molestation. Rituparno Ghosh in this film focuses less on the
contemporary charge of the event and the news story and engages more with the narrative
of eternally compromised position of women in‘Bengali»middle' class society. Past-ness
appears here in.the different registers of intimate spaces and feminine intimacy- firstly
the communication of letter writing between Romita, the woman who was harassed on
the street and her elder daughter, and secondly Jhinuk’s (the rescuer school teacher)
conversations with her grand mother about the compromlse women have to make for
their families. The focus on past-ness makes the contemporary charge less s1gn1ficant and

secondary.”

One can thus say that the post liberalization Bengali. ‘parallel’ cinema works in a
nostalgia discourse. And it can be called a ‘nostalgia film practice’ in a broader way since
the politics of past-ness works here beyond the film texts. The figure of the producer, :
exhibition sites like Nandan, the critical discourse of these ﬁlms, or the publicity attempts
all construct this as a nostalgia film practice. The nostalgia discourse works in the way in
which this film practice inevitably reminds a viewer of the earlier Bengali films. The

memory of the filmic past acts in the post liberalization Bengali parallel cinema discourse

>4 Ibid, p.193. :

55 On the contrary, one can think of examples from the contemporary where films like Tulkalam or MLA
Fatakesto bring up contemporary issues like land accusation in Bengal, corruption in ministry, opposition
party leader’s fasting. Or even a film like Chiradin e tumi j amar by Raj Chakraborty that cashes in on the
contemporary Rejwanur tragedy and the media stories generated around this. '
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within and beyond these films’ textual logic. Whereas in films like Bariwali the
cinematic past of Bengal and the contemporary present are talked about extensively,
another film Kadlpunlsh/ Memories ‘in the Mist (Buddhadeb Dasgupta, 2008) attempts to
- focus on the aiienétion of the bhadralok romantic self from the contemporary and its
existence in the past through memory. This film forms a make believe world of memories

in which one can live with one’s past peacefully.

Scholars engaged in memory studies have problematized the concept of memory
seen as recording a remembrance of an unchanged reality of the past. They have explored
how mémory can act as texts that can be deciphered. In my study of bhadralok nostalgia, -
I;Ve attempted to explore how a certain imagination of the bhadralok Bengali cinematic
past worked in the post liberalization Bengali cinema discourse. I have al‘S‘o tried to
explore how this memory discourse was constructed ahd'was institutionalized in the post
1990s Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema. And here the question of history, and the attempts at
historicization that I talked about carlier in this section is also important. Perhaps the
nostalgia discourse of ‘parallel’ cinema can be seen as a cinerﬁatic product of the
emerged historical awareness of Bengali films. But at present, instead of seeing the
history of Bengali cinema as connected in a linear chain, I would like to open this

question for further exploration.
Methods of Reading

I have used Pierre Bourdieu’s formulation as central to my methodological
approach while engaging with the question of class and the politics of taste. Especially I
have deployed the concept of class ifi my dissertation, as determined in a system of self-
definition and self-differentiation.’® The idea of ‘pure’ taste, central to my study of the
post liberalization Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema, is related to the implementation of a v
cognitive acquirement of a ‘cultural code’ that also functions as a marker of a particular

(bhadralok) class. Following Bourdieu I see this marker of class, in its ‘autonomous’

36 See Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans Richard Nice
(London: Routledge, 1984). ‘
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field of cultural production, and the discourse generated around this cultural practice as .
fulfilling “...a social function of legitimating” social differentiation.”” The notion of
‘good taste’ constructed around this cinema is a construct of a particular (bhadralok)

class and is related to their notion of ‘pure taste’ and ‘cultured Bengaliness’.

The specificity of the film culture I'm working on lies mostly in the informal
networks of Bengali bhadralok culture. In a way _rit’s not only inadequate but alse
impossible to study even the film texts ignoring the constant interplay between the
“intrinsic and external factors of bhadralok eulfme.’Mymect aims to focus on the ‘,
' reading and the ahalysis of individual film texts as well. Thus, along with an engagement
with the networks of the Bengali bhadralok public sphere, social apparatuses and their
institutional role; film texts, their narrative frameworks; the use of aesthetic devices,
directorial style (if any) are equally important for my project to concentrate on. In my
R dissertation, textual analysis is crucially linked to the'i_nstituti()nal histories and informal
networks of discursive formations that I am attempting to understand .- how taste is built |
and how it eireulates. I see these films and bhadralok culture as always ina process of
dialogic exchange and together generating the film culture from outside and ﬁom within.
While studying these intrinsic and external factors relationally, the institutional role and
cultural policies of social apparafuses cannot possibly be ignored by this‘ dissertation. -
Especially while studying the Art Film Complex Nandan and its specific film crowd I
must discuss how this film culture is embedded in a complexity of institutional matrices.
Brian Larkin’s study of Nigerian film theater for instance explores how the materiality of
cinema theater functions in a film cuiture. I have been deeply inspired by Larkin’s work

while discussing the role of exhibition sites in my first chapter.’®

To analyze the vital role of these social and cultural institutions, I find Rita
Felski’s explanation of how they mediate between the art work and its meanings in the

public sphere relevant to my methodological approach. The role of the Bengali Press and

57 T:
Ibid, p.7.

3% See Brian Larkin, “The Materiality of Cinema Theaters in Northern Nigeria”, in Faye D Ginsburg, Lila

Abu-Lughod and Brian Larkin ed. Media Worlds: Anthropology on New Terrain (Berkeley, Los Angeles,

London: University of California Press, 2002). '
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' Nandan in shaping the notion of ‘good taste’ in this film practice is no less significant
than the particular film texts’ conscious use of aesthetic devices. The regime of reception
of this film culture constructed by the Bengali middle class intelligentsia cannot be
vthought of without these brands of ‘Bengali culturedness’ advocated and embodied by
» Nandan or Anandabazar Patrika. Here I’ll draw on Felski’s idea of | articulation in-
cultural practice‘ to understand “how ideological elements come under certain condition
- to cohere together within a discourse.”*® So the ‘ﬁnity’ of this film culture is constituted
of articﬁlations of distinct unconnected elements and different institutions. And T’ll
demonstfate how these distinct articulations have contradictory approaches and the
possibility of rearticulations in different patterns and different directions. ‘Thus_ I’'m not
structuring my narrative in a caﬁsal chain because there is no necessary ‘belongingness’
between these different institutional practices and no preexisting coherence in their

‘articulation.

For this dissertation, I have relied a lot on archival data, newspaper surveys,
interviews of industry personnel etc. The importance of these materials is twofold. On the |
one hand, the news paper reports, reviews, published letters serve as important material in
shaping my argumeﬁt regarding this film culture; on the other hand, rather than reading
them as direct reflections, I havevtried to regard them sympton;dtically in my dissertation.
Interviews of people aséoci_ated with the film industry, media institdtions or other social
and cultural apparatuses are important not only in providing information but also in
widening the perspective of this dissertation. And again I have tried to read vand use these
intervi‘ews_ with caution. For instance, while discussing the question of finance or the
financial crisis of the film industry there is always a risk of relying on interview materials
unless and un;il the researcher is provided with the actual revenue calculation. Moreover,
one personal interview With the secretary of Eastern India Motion Picture, Mr. Ashis

Banerjee revealed that even if one is provided with the mathematical data of revenue

sheets it is impossible to comprehend the actual profit or loss figure in the film industry

%% See Rita Felski , “Modernist Studies and Cultural Studies: Reflections on Method” in MODERNISM /
modernity. volume ten, number three, 2003. p. 511.
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because of the network of lies that producers and directors use very purposefully. 60 That
~ does not mean a researcher should stop working on the industry and the industrial logic,
but rather that it is better to take the statements of the management personnel not at their

face value but to read them symptomatically.

_Chapterization _ | _

In my first chepter, “The Emergence of Post Liberalization Bengali ‘Parallel’ Cinema and
the Discourse of Parallel-ness”, I engage with the economy of emergence of the post
liberalization Be'ngali' ‘pafallel’-"cinema mapping its modes of production, distﬁbutien
policies,‘.t'h'e limited release 'strategy and -altemative Iil_arket structure, and the importance
of some exhibition sites. To‘beg_in V‘with,‘ I focus on the_ previous decade to explore how
- certain production processes emerged in the poet Uttam Kumar collapse of the
: n'lainstre.amr cinematic pfectice to fill. up the ‘vacuﬁm’ created in the industry in the
198(_)s.-I will &% to explajn how with film makers like Anjan Chowdhury and Swapan
Saha and a neW§group‘of producers, a shift in the imagination of the target audience base
of the Bengali mainstreani film occurred, and how the public sphere strongly reacted to
this imagination and the dominance of a certain class of the Bengali film crowd. Then I
focus on how the imagination of a ‘parallel’ stream for the ‘vb'etter’ (read bhadralok) class
of audience who were allegedly marginalized in mainstream film practice worked in the
preduction-distribution-exhjbition logic of the Bengali film industry. Here I will menﬁon
this relationally to the changing scenario of Bengali cinema in the 1990s both in terms of
the mainstream releases and the ‘parallel’ cinema circuit. In the 1990s, -the Bengali film
market experienced the emergence of Venkatesh Films which is a production house, the
distribution arm and owner of a large number;of cinema halls and according to industry
sources ‘controls’ the Bengaliﬁ filin market both in Kolkata and in the suburbs. On the
- other hahd, in the posf liberalization | period, NFDC and the Wesf Bengal Film
Development Corporation became irregular in engaging with the production and the
promotion of Bengali films. In this context some small unprofessional production houses
like Deep Films, Spandan Films, K. E. Films etc and the involvement of some persons

‘outside’ the industry became the primary sources of investment in the ‘parallel’ cinema

60 Author’s interview with Ashis Banerjee. August. 2010.
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circuit in Bengal. On the one hand, through the involvement of cultural institutions and
the limited release policy, these _ﬁhns attained a certain ‘artistic’ quality suitable for a
niche bhadralok audience as bpposed to the mass appeal of the mainstream release. And
“though it could not penefrate' the suburb, if maintained its market quite successfully
within its limited re‘:l'ease.61 On the other hand, this film culture from the very beginning
imagined a Bengali film audience beyond the box 6fﬁce through - television, the DVD
market and overseas release vfor'the"diasp_ora. And 'ﬁnally, I attempt to question this
process of ‘reclamation’ situating it on the plane of the ‘crisis narrative’ of contemporary
‘Bengali cinema and the broader hist'oriciz‘ing attempts in various sectors associated with

Bengali film practvice.

In my second chapter, “The Politics and the Poetics of -Pas-f-ness and the Post'i990s
- Bhadralok Cinefna’.’,'i am interestcd in reading the film texts primarily to explore how the
- films thematically construct the idea 'of paSt-neSs in narrative; film form and the
forrha_tibn of _the bhadralok self. T will focus‘ on how these film texts demonstrate an
obsession with the past and in their use of aesthetic devices like the flashback correspond
to the coﬁstmction- of the artistic and feminine self of the bhadralok protagonists in these
films. This self image of the protagonists as primarily artists of their time serves the
purpose of constfucﬁng these figures as rooted in the tradition of “Bengali culture”.®?
With the opening of the Indian market to the global economy in the 1990s, the Indian
‘middleclass -has. grown impréssively in terms of its income and access to c_onsumer‘
good‘s63 which has had a definite impact 6n bhadralok culture. Relating to the cultural
anxiety of the loss of the bhadralok :self in the post liberalization period, these film

narratives indulge in nostalgia and mourn the present. Later films like Ballygunge Court

‘(Pinaki Chowdhury, 2007) or Kaalpurush (Blfddhadeb Dasgupta, 2008) try to present a

6 s . D . . . »

' Author’s interview with Ashis Kr. Banerjee, the secretary of Eastern India Motion Pictures Association
g—‘xugust, 2010). ’ :

Interestingly in later films like Mon Amour (Shubhajit Mitra, 2008), Aboko i
_ , X maan (Rituparno

Ghosh, 2010), Angshumaner Chhabi (Atanu Ghosh, 2009) or most recently in a film like Shukno Lpanka
(Gaura_v lfandey, 2010) the figure of an ‘art’ film maker became significant in the formation of a sensitive
t%nd artistic self opposed to t.he crudity and vulgarity of commercial film culture.

jee Jon‘athon Donner, Nimmi Rangaswamy, Molly Wright Steevson, Carolyn Wei. “Expreés Yourself’
an Stay Together’: The . Middle Class Indian Family”. Link:

http://www.activesocial i indi -
2010, ocialplastic.com/india/express-yourself-staytogether.pdf. Access date 10™ November.
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‘transcendental’ criticism of consumer culture and the middleclass aspiration for life
abroad through the formation of idealized; ‘rooted’ protagonists and their refuge in the
romanticism of the past. So this chapter aims to discuss the politicé of past-ness in these
films in their narrative and apparatus logic, and how through the discourse of past-neSS,
fhey_ construct the urban, educated Bengal_iv bhadralok self in this film practice. And in
this contei(t, I question this véry idea of the homogeneous bhadralok self and bhadralok

nostalgia to explore how contradictions and tensions appeared in this imagining.

After studying the film texts and the production—distribution-exhibition set up of
- this film circuit, in the third chapter, “Beyond Bhadralok Film Aesthetics: Extra Filmic
Texts and the Constru_ction of the Taste Djscouxse of Post 1990s Bengali ‘Parallel’
Cinema”,. I'study the texts and materials that this film culture pfod_uces aleng wifh the
 films. Firstly, I focus on the publicity materials of these films to demonstrate hdw in their
vpubli‘c‘ity logic, an idea of | ‘difference’ is pliayed out to separate tilese films from the
mainstream. Secondly, 1 explore how critical discourse generated around this film culture
situates this cinema going culture in a circuit of intellectual practice. Furthermore, I
- engage with the idea of a star director Rituparno Ghosh to explain how a stardom
discourse is generated around him in other subsidiary media texts apart from films. This
chapter explains how this film culture in its discursive domain constructs a strong support
'system for itself maintaining its ‘distance’ from the ‘crude’ and ‘commercial’ mainstream
model. Newspapers like Anandabazar Patrika, or The Telegraph made it a regular |
practice of publishing reviews of these films written by weH known Bengali poets, artists,
and theater personalities and often a discourse was generated after these reviews were
published through readers’ comments, and sometimes the filmmaker herself/himself or.
part of the film cast intervened in these debates and diSCUSSiOI;S regarding her/ his films.
Here I should also mention how the film directors of this ‘parallel’ cinema in their active
association with the Bengali press and media houses ‘influence’ the regime of reception
constructed around this film culture. Along with the popular press discourse, in this
chapter I also focus on the role of television and the internet in the formation of the

discourse of good taste of this film culture. I argue that these extra filmic texts are more

28



than just an excess to the films, and in fact, work in the broader politics, larger appeal and

strategies of parallel-ness of this film culture.

I end this dissertation by referring to the presént scenario of Bengali cinema, and
focus on how changes in thev production patterns, the ethbitiori set up, and publicity.
strategies are reétructui‘ing the vc.ontemp'orary‘ ﬁlm discourses in Bengal. Though I have
not theorized the cdntemporary situation, I have pointéd out some significant features. I
“wonder Whether_ thefchangev’ in the _b_hadr'd circle and the émergcnce of a new media
public is transforming the present scenario of the ‘pa_féllel’ film circuit in bBenga'l and its
politics and appeal. Thereforé, I conclﬁde my dissertation in an open ended geSturé and

look ahead towards further intellectual engagements and new interventions.
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The Emergence of Post Liberalization Bengali ‘Parallel’ Cinema and

the Discourse of Parallel-ness

In this chapter I prepose to study the post-liberalization Bengali ‘péraliel’ film
circuit mapping its economy of emergence, production routes, release chains, marketing
structure and some of the exhibition sites associated with it. Through these different
aspects | shall atterrrpt to construct my argurnent regarding a preduction process that
consohdated into a set of films popularly known as parallel’ in this period. At the same
time my effort will be to explore how the idea of ‘parallel-ness’ assocmted wrth these
films is a conscious construct of not just their aesthetic dimension or their 1deology, but is
also built into their regimes of production, circulation and institutional policies, and is™ ~
essentially related to an “ima_;g_irration of a’ ‘classf of audience distanced \fron.l- and
dissatisfied with the so called ‘mainstream’ of t}rat period. My concern is to explore hew
the discursive domain called ‘parallel’ went through change(s) in the dominant
imagination of production and consumptlon practices and how social and cultural
institutions mediate in this film culture. In this chapter in my methodological approach I
~ largely draw from Rita Felski’s idea to understand how (in a cultural practice) different
elements cohere together to form a discourse.! 1 believe that the realm of what is known
as ‘parallel’ cinema is an extremely crucial idea that needs discussion. The discourse of
Bengali cinema has always been constituted by the binary of art/parallel and commercial/
mainstream. Hence my effort here will be to demonstrate whether‘ and how this binary
meant something else in the above mentioned period. I will attempt to explore how and
from when the idea of an existing bhadralok niche instead of the agenda to ‘educate
masses through film screenings’2 started acting as an important factor in film production,
consumption, and reception in Bengah cinematic practices. If ‘parallel’ film culture in
Bengal has always been engaged with the idea of a niche and ‘educated’ film audience

‘and has maintained its market differently, then my intervention here would be to

! See Rita Felski, “Modernist Studies and Cultural Studies: Reflections on Method”, MODERNISM /
modernity, volume ten, number three, 2003, p. 501-517. ’

? Film education has been an integral part of the film society movement in India. The film society culture in
Bengal took this idea of film education seriously. Even in the initial years of the leftist regime of Bengal,
behind the formation of the West Bengal Film Development Corporation or the foundation of Nandan the
agendas of ‘educating film audiences’ and ‘promoting film culture’ were active.
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investigate how the post-liberalization moment differs from earlier. Towards that end I
would like to begin with two stories that I encountered during my research work on the
Bengali film industry. These two cases of two different films made by two filmmakers

during this period may provide me an entry point to niy argument.

Bengali film directbr Bappaditya ‘Bandyopadhyay in a personal interview
recollects his experience of coming into ﬁlm-r_nakingv in the late 1990s When he had
chosen Ramapada Chowdhury’s story Samprddan (The Offering of the Daughter) for a
‘mainstream release’. The film revolves aroﬁnd the story of a mother who brings up her

"two daughters on her own, without their father’s name, and the trouble she faces during
“her elder daughter’s marriage ceremony.‘ While in Hindu marriage rituals it’s compulsory
to name the bride’s father during Kanya Sampradan [the ;itual of ‘giving away’ of the
bride from her father to her_wduld—be~husband] the mother desperately tries to convince
others that there is no inevitable need of thé father’s name in one’s life. Though
Bandyopadhyay managed to make this film, when it was released the film was almost
~ immediately declared a ‘flop’ (1998).> According to him the reason behind the film’s
failure at the box office partially lay with theb fact that cohtemi)orary Bengali cinema
audiences were not familiar with the woman centric literary narrative tradition with its
critique of patriarchal, patrilinéal social structures, but more importantly, the failure cah
be ascribed to the fact that the film did not get a proper release chain and almost all of the
cihema halls in West Bengal were unavailaiale for this film. The film was not properly
distributed and just got three cinenﬁa halls including only one in Calcutta (4runa). Post
Sampradan Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay continues making Bengali films with Shilpantar
(The Colors of Hunger, 2002), Kantdtar (Barbed Wire, 2006), Houseful (2009) and
although he has not got much commercial success in these cases either but they have
given him créative satisfaétion, a certain recognition, and he believes that these films,
made him reach the niche audience fhat did not know his name or appreciate him during

Sampradan’s release.

? Author’s interview with Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay, 3 November, 2010.
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The second story that I would like to share here is how Ritupammo Ghosh’s ‘path
N breaking’* Bengali film Unishe April/Nineteenth April (1996) was produced. Which‘makes
us look back a bit earlier to the mid 1990s Rituparno Ghosh, who came from an
advertising background made his film debut with Hirer Angti (The Diamond Ring) in
1994. The film was produced by Children’s Film Soc1ety of Ind1a and was shown on -
- Bengali regional telev_1s1on several times but faced distribution obstacles and d1d not have
a theatrical release. The idea for Unishe April as Ghosh nas said, grew within him much
before Hirer Angtt itself.? Since lack of proper distribution and marketing affected the
' response to Hirer Angtt it made Ghosh determined to have a “ready market” for his next
feature film. He first thought of makmg Unishe April in Hindi, with Waheeda Rehman
and Shabana Azmi playing mother and daughter respeCtively._ But the idea did not work
out becauseNFDC rejected'the script. When the script and the idea of making this film
~were rejected by more than seizenteen__Sponsors including Venkatesh Films® Aparna Sen
introduced Ghosh to her ﬁ‘iend Renu Roy who pitched in to help. As _Ghosh says

“Apamna, Renu-di and I .formed Spandan Films and deci'ded to take care of the
‘. distribution. It turned out to be a wise step when the film won the (National) award”.’
Rituparno Ghosh’s script was ﬁnally filmed at Response Aparna Sen acted as one of the
two protagonists in this film, the film won two national awards and was released in the

Minar- Bl_] ah- Chhabrghar cha1n in Kolkata and it was a ‘hit’.}

These two examples from the post liberalization Bengali film industry reflect two
different situations and experiences of two filmmakers of contemporary Bengali cinema.
But there is a similarity that lies in their approach towards a ‘parallel’ circuit, and the idea

of a ‘niche’ bhadralok film crowd that would provide the base for a “ready market” for

* Press writings praised the release of Unishe April as a reriarkable intervention in the Bengali film
scenario. One can see Swapan Mullik’s review in The Statesman, 24" May, 1996. Shoma A. Chatterjee also
in her book Cinema shudhu cinema noy (/ Cinema is not only cinema) praised this film as a ‘new’
- experience in the monotony of the Bengali films.

As quoted in www.upperstall.com by Shoma A. Chatterjee. Link:http://www.upperstall.com/people/
rxtupamo -ghosh. Access date 12® December, 2010.

¢ Author's interview with Renu Roy, the producer.of Unishe April. 14th December, 2010.
7 Shoma A. Chatterjee, www.upperstall.com, Op. cit.
® This is a dominant single screen cinema hall chain in Kolkata operating from three different parts of the
city.
® Shoma A. Chatterjee, www. upperstall com, Op. c1t
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their films and in the process going beyond both the contemporary Bengali mainstream
production circuit and the state sponsored film making practice. Bappaditya
Bandyopadhyay while making his first feature film experienced the existence of a
‘vicious circle’'? in the mainstream Bengali cinema circuit. This made him ali'grvl himself
out of the mainstream in his néxt series of films. And Rituparno Ghosh’s never released
Hirer Angti, and NFDC’S rejection made Ghosh think of going beyond the state
production agency in India to have a ‘réady made market’ for his second film. The idea
of a parallel film audience in Bengal as :well as in other parts of .India has'éarlier been
associated with ‘cultured’ and ‘educated’ niche audiences in film society writings as well.
But one significant difference in film society writings and théir'_ approach lies in their
emphasis to ‘promdte’ and ‘educate’ people’s taste to appreciate ‘betterrﬁlms’._'jEven in
the early 1980s just after coming tb powef, the CPI_ M) ruled West Bengal govémment |
invested in better film culture."! In their idea of ‘promoting’ film culture, the film
education of masses and particularly of the youth was their primary concern. The
question I wouldglike to poSe is then what made post 1990s ‘parallel’ stream think of an
already existing‘ ‘educated’ niche audience instead of an audience to be‘ educated by film
screenings? Was it the state’s ‘departure’ from the film SCenariQ that made the idea of
developing film taste/ educating film audiences obsolete in West Bengal? Or was it the
alleged decline of film societies during the 1990s that caused a sharp decline in the idea
of ‘educating’ audiéﬁées through films? Was it the phenomenal success of certain kinds
of films aimed at a certain class that debun_kéd this ic'lea of developing ‘ﬁim taste’? Or

may be it was the idea of an urban, educated middleclass base as the target audience for

In the following sections I'll try to explore the probable reasons through and beyond all

these possibilities.

'° Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay, Op. cit.

""" After coming to power the CPI (M) government demonstrated a serious commitment towards the
development of Bengali cinema. This is clear from their formation of the West Bengal Film Development
Corporation, setting up of the Rupayan color lab, giving loans for quality films’ to the new generation of
Bengali film makers, and establishing exhibition sites like Nandan and Deenabandhu Mancha.
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The Post Uttam Kumar Era: Industrial Collapse and the Beginning of a ‘New’

Phase in Bengali Cinema

During my fieldwork in Kolkata, while talking to different industry persons both
from the so called mainstream and ‘parallel’ film Ciﬁ:ﬁits, and while looking at
newspapers, interviewing ﬁlm jourpalists and film society activists, 1 realized that the
point they all emphasized was how the death of Uttam Kumar in 1980 gave birth to a new
era in the Bengali film industry. To be more specific, historically the period of the 1950s
and 1_9605 in Bengali (mainstreaih) cinema is known as the Uttam-Suchitra era. Even the

films that these two stars were not a part of are often considered under this broader-

12 This. dommant generic film practice based on

category of the ‘Uttam-Suchitra films’.
literary narratives, the idea of a _couple space and romance and engaged with middleclass
values slowly went thrbugh a change during the lat_tér half of the 1970s when film makers
like Shakti Samanta started incorporating low brow ‘masala’l 3 elements into the body of

14 Uttam Kumar and

films. In this period the star pair- of these two ¢ relgmng matmee idols
Suchitra Sen failed to deliver at the box office. And more importantly Uttam Kumar,
himself appeared in films like Amanush (Shakti Samanta/l 974) or Ananda Ashram :
(Shakti Samanta/ 1977) that usually did not go with his star persona of a Bengali middle
class matinee idol of the previous decadeé. So the changing face bf Bengali mainstream
cinema with the impact of the films from Bombay being closer than ever before, the fall
of the matinee idols of the previous decade, the incorporation of low brow aesthetics and

lots of other changes were very much a part of the last phase of the career of the star

persona of Uttam Kumar. But somehow in the historicization of Bengali films, the death

2" Moinak Biswas in his essay “The Couple and Their Spaces: Harano Sur as Melodrama Now” (in

Making Meaning in Indian Cinema ed. by Ravi Vasudevan) says that the term ‘Uttam- Suchitra films’
somewhat emblematizes this entire period in the history of Bengali cinema and it “can be used as a sign for
a large number of films that did not actually feature the stars together.” p. 122.

13 By this ‘transition’ towards incorporation of ‘masala’ elements I mean features like routine song and
dance sequences, stereotypical villains etc. This new narrative framework and: incorporation of low brow
elements heralded by directors like Anjan Chowdhury in the 1980s had experienced cruder refashioning by
popular filmmakers like Swapan Saha and Haranath Chakraborty in the 1990s earning widespread criticism
from the Bengali middleclass intelligentsia

' Kiranmoy Raha observing this star phenomenon of Uttam Kumar and Suchitra Sen claims that from
their first hit (dgniparikshal/ 1954) in every succeeding films “they went their conquering way to establish -
their star value and their position as matinee idols, they bring back a sizeable section of the audience which
had been succumbing to the entertainment Hindi cinema provided.” See Kironmoy Raha, Bengali Cinema,
(Calcutta: Nandan, West Bengal Film Centre, 1991) p. 36.
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of Uttam Kumar becomes a marker of the end of the ‘golden period’ of Bengali cinema
and the beginning of a new era. The reason partly is that the death of this star in the
- popular imagination was taken as a sign of the death of a certain kind of Bengali ﬁlm
associated with him and a whole taste discourse attached to it. But more signiﬁcéntly,
though in the 1970s Bengali cinema started experiencing these 'changes,‘ it is from the
1980s that Bengali cinema took a significant and clear turn towards something ‘new’
“with a ’detennination never seen before. So this post-Uttam Kumar phase f/ery well

coincided with this new development and a ‘beginning’.

\

Firstly, coincidently or not after Uttam Kumar’s death, the Bengali film industry :
experienced a vacuum not only in terms of stars but also in terms of film dire‘ctiorllv. ‘
Popular film maker, Pijush Bose died shortly after_Uttam Kumar’s death. Film makers
like Asit Sen and Hiren Nag went to Bombay. Film makers like Ajoy Kar and film
making groups like Agradoot became irregular after some box office failures. Then Ajoy
Kar died and film maker Bijoy Basu also died: immediately after. Only filmmakers like
Tapan Sinha and Tarun Majumder survived in this situation with their films. Not only the
filmmakers but during this périod, the industry faced a vacuum in terms of sponsorship
and film ”_production; The alleged decline in ﬁlm‘ revenue might have stopped the
experienced producers from investing in Bengali cinema anymore. Apart from some
exceptions like R. D. Bahsal, the producers/ production houses who were regular in the
Bengali film industry earlier did not continue any more with the production of films.’
Interestingly in this period not even a second generation of film makers or producers had
emerged. A film industry surviving for more than fifty years naturally gives birth to a

_new generation of filmmakers who come from within the first generation of filmmakers’
families. But in the case of the Bengali film industry, we did not have any such
generational céntinuation either in terms of film production or film making. Sandip Ray,

son of Satyajit Ray being almost the single exception in this case that proves the rule. -
So what was felt as a vacuum was slowly filled in by a new group of film makers

and producers who in a way did not have their origin in the ‘golden’ period of Bengali

cinema. And neither had they felt connected to the ‘celebrated’ history of Bengali films.
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One personal interview with Swapan Saha, one of the most famous mainstream
filmmakers of the 1990s, revealed his assistant ﬁlm maker career in Bangladeshi film
1ndustry, then his business experience in Falakata suburb in north Bengal, and finally his

joining the Bengali film industry as a film maker with Ghorer Bou in 1989 after he came

to Calcutta in the late 1980s." It is important to mention Saha ’here, his rural origin, his - |

familial background of small-scale business for a few generations, since it’s related to the
way ne. imégines film spectetorship during t_his ‘crisis-ridden’ period .of Bengali cinema.
It is not only his personal past of small scale businessman-ship or his rural background,
but also that with his figure as a film ‘maker, Sw—apén Saha brought about a significant
break in the history of Bengali cinema. In addition, most of the producers of Swapan
Saha ﬁlms ceme from a different background of contracting and prOmoting_business.

This whole new chain of film makers-producers coming from a “class’ not considered as

‘educated’ or urban enough in the bhadra sense was felt to be a serious threat by a part of

the industry, the Press and the bhadralok public sphere. The way the target audience of
Bengali cinema was mapped out by this new group was essentlally a ‘break’ in the
history of the Bengali film industry. Saha says that in this period they consciously
rejected the idea of an urban, educated middleclass audience and focused on the rural
mass to provide them in cinema with the folk entertainment that they were habituated

to.'6

Film maker Haranath Chakraborty, another significant figure of the post 1990s
Bengali mainstream cinema considers the release of Anjan Chowdhury’s Shatru/ The
Enemy (1984) and its box office success a lesson for contemporary film makers to

become aware of the new cinema going class of Bengali cinema and what they wanted as

entertainment.'” Chakraborty corroborates his thesis with statistics that seventy percent of

the film viewers of Bengali cinema come from lower middleclass and middleclass
backgrounds ‘who enjoy the kind of ‘masala’ entertainment that their films provide.

Interestingly in his imagination, education, awareness of the Bengali literary tradition and

!5 Author’s interview with Swapan Saha, 15™ December, 2010.

' What Saha meant by the idea of ‘folk entertainment’ is other form of rural entertainment that rural mass
were familiar with. Bengali Jatra catered to rural and sub urban area of Bengal can'be understood one such
form of ‘folk entertainment’.

17Author s interview with Haranath Chakraborty, 9™ December, 2010.
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‘culturedness’ are not necessary markers to be middleclass. Ten percent, according to him
were not interested at all in any kind of films, and only twenty percent would go for a
thuparno Ghosh or an Aparna Sen film and that is precisely the multiplex or Nandan
gomg film crowd. In Chakraborty s words, he and h1s fellow popular filmmakers in
Bengal were well aware of a class of audience who had stopped watchmg Bengali ﬁlms ’
at cinema halls after a certain point of time, but as commercial filmmakers they were
| least bothered becaﬁse this dissatisfied audience was a nﬁnority type in the Bengali
cinema going. pl.lblic.lsi. He uses an interesting binary of ‘realistic films’ and
.‘enteﬁainment films’ to differentiate his kind of ﬁlm‘s.and the ~alfernative’ other, and
claims that an average middleclass/ldwer middleclass viewer would go for an
‘entertainmentf film fo.r‘relaxation after his strenuous day full of work pressure. In both
Saha’s and Chakraborty’s imagination, ihis idea of the lower middleclass/ middleelass
. audience is :different. from the idea of the middleclass earlier imagined as the target
‘audience of vBenvgali cinema in the 1950s or 1960s:. What fhey emphasized is that to
survive in the post Uttam Kumar collapse, it was necessary to understand the new
: _.(culturalv) need of a new class of audience who might not be interested in watching an

Uttam-Suchitra romance in a new form all over again.

What appears interesting to me is the way these two filmmakers frequently use
the term ‘middleclass’ in their mapping of the new target éudiehce for these low budget
commercial films. Their imagination made fne rethink my earlier formulation of‘ the
b_inary of a ‘cin.ema for the middle class and a cinema for the ‘lower class’ while I was
writing the proposal. In the imagination of film makers like Anjan Chowdhury, Swapan
Saha or Harahath Chakraborty this middleclass is different from what is traditionally
tho&ght of as the bhadralok middleclass of Bengal.' What is this new class then, and when
did it emerge?. Historian Parimal Ghosh’s article, “Where Have All the ‘Bhadraloks’
Gone?” (2004), _zind his ongoing research on the history of the twentieth century
bhadralok answered my question partly. Ghosh in his article, while mapping the
transformation of Calcutta neighborhoods, observes the change ih the belief system that

marked the term ‘bhadralok’ from the colonial period to more recent times. He observes

% Ibid. .
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the changed code of conduct about being and belonging to bhadralok culture during.
1970s and 1980s in Bengal. According to Gh(_)sh, a significant change took place in the
bhadralok profile during this period since with the expansion of Calcutta as a city, a new
section of the rural population created a new world of ‘semi migrants’ who increasingly
started visiting the city as a sdurce of work supported by the development of the suburban
railway system connected to Calcutta.' 9_Ghosh argues that this massive number of people
traVelihg to and from the city everyday is in clear contrast to what happened previously
~ “when middle class babus instead of commuting daily séttled down in the city”*®. Ghosh

says about this previous migrating class: .

They were the typical colonial merchant office employers, the clerks; also the

school and college teacher and other poorly paid white collar workers, who .
could not afford to bring their families to the city. They constituted the rank and

file of the bhadralok... Today however the new travelers often belong to a

different social background: the domestic workers, the hawkers and peddlers in

the city’s market, the transport workers... in brief the daily wage earners of

different categories. The city now has to cater for a huge number of people who .
previously had little access to it.”!

So this historical narrative of this new city based emergent class might be useful
in the narrative of the significant path breaking changes of Bengali Cinema. Along with
the ‘emergence’ of a lower middle labouring class with the expansion of the city, a rural
and suburban population also became important in the imagination of the target film
audience of Bengali ‘mainstream’ films. For veteran film journalist Ratnottoma Sengupta
who has been working with Times of India for more than twenty five years, this new
emergent (middle) class became the ideal target audience of Bengali cinema from the mid
1980s.%* She points out another significant aspect of this new ﬁlrﬁ culture. According to
her this new film culture offered not just a new kind of folk entertainment and celebration

of Jatra® aesthetics in films which were unconventional compared to earlier Bengali

19 Parimal Ghosh. “Where Have All the ‘Bhadraloks’ Gone?’ Economic and Political Weekly, January 27,
2004.

3 ‘Jatra’ is a category of Bengali theater that runs commercially in rural West Bengal. Jatra plays are
usually performed on stages that are open all sides in open air. Use of minimal prop or no prop, extensive
use of musical instruments and a particular kind of ‘loud’ acting style are some of the characteristics of
Jatra plays.
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cinema, but also these films constructed the pleasure they offered through a strong denial
of the conventional ‘bhadralok pleasure’ of Bengali cinema. This was a denial of what -
was considered to be gentle, decent (literally thé bhadra part of bhadralok culture) and
sensible and targeted towards a ‘better’ cinema going class, and on the whole a denial of
the Bengali literary and cultural tradition and the importané_e of education for the cinema.
gqing class. This newly gained access to the city and city bred culture by an emergent
lower middle class which in turn géner'ated new cultural needs of this class was seen as a
serious thfeat in the press and by the urban educated public sphere. Furthermore, this
resulted in a serious engagement with the ‘crisis narrative’ of Bengali cinema and a need
to »(r’e)claim the ‘Better_ class’ of cinema going crowd through an ‘alternative’ cinematic
practice. |

The. ‘Crisis’ narrative of the mid 1980s- early 1990s Bengali Cinema: the “Vicious
Circle” and the Logic of Monopoly

In _th‘is'period the press and public sphere discussions increasingly focused on the
ongoing ‘crisis’ of the Bengaﬁ film industry and demonstrated a serious effort to
understand the reasons behind this crisis and find probable solutions. I can refer here two
or three newspaper articles specifically to explain how seriously the press (Bengali press
particularly) took part in narrativizing the crisis story of Bengali cinema, and took sides
against the vulgar ‘mainstream’ cinema. In an Anandabazar Patrika article on 5%
November, 1986 focusing on _the 'cﬁsis ridden contemporary Bengali film industry,
Swapan Kumar Ghosh wrote an article titled, “Bangla Chhabi Ekhan Kothay Ese
Dnariyechhe?” (What has Bengali cinema became now a days?). Here he quotes veteran
film actors Rabi Ghosh and Alpona Goswami and film director Tarun Majumdar. Rabi
Ghosh expresses his dissatisfaction= regarding the contemporary Bengali film industry
describing how the industry in this period went in to the hands of “amateur and
unprofessional directors” who just came with a script in their hand and did nothing except
instructing film crews with ‘action’ and ‘cut’.** Actress Alpona Goswami on the other

hand points out the uncertainty and job insecurity in her profession as a Bengali film

**Rabi Ghosh quoted in 4nandabazar Patrika article, 5" November, 1986.
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actress and shares her plans to change her profession of acting to jatra and to television.”’
Incidentally iﬁ this period a number of Bengali film actors professionally shifted to jatra,
‘theater and teleserial acting that includes names like Abarna’ Sen, Supriya Devi,,‘Dipankar
Dey and others. Not only actors but also many ﬁlm-_makérs joined television in that
period as an Anandolok article points out.*s Film makef Tarunv Majumdar clearly
.ideriti.fying the situation concludes that contemporary ;méi:nstream’ Bengali cinema has
two differént streams of film making and '_ﬁlmvm»akers. In the first 'type,l a few directors
“while entertaining the audience still obey the rules of qinema. On the other hand, there is
~a group of film ‘makers lacking ahy kind of ;ﬁlfh sense’ who do not bother 1f their

' products ﬁnally become cinema or not. They just want a film to be a hit, that’s all.”’?

Significantly in:this same article director Anjan Chowdhury while defending all
these accusétions against them agrees with whatever has Been said about these kinds of
_‘ Bengali films in thé media. He agrees that if a film made by him can not be called a

‘film’ it’s n_dt his concern. He just wants a houseful board 6utside the cinema hall. So
clearly the.division between the two groups is not of different inclinations and ideas of
godd cinema. Not that they were not agreed over what an ideal Bengali film should be.
But they were different in their very approéch of film making. If filmmakers like Anjan
Chowdhury, Swapan Saha expressed their concern for the survival of cihema, for the
other group and media the bigger question was whether/ how the tradition of ¢ good’
Bengali cinema would survive in this situation. The on going diiscussion over Bengali
cinema in the popular press points out other aspects of the crisis narrative of Bengali
cinema including the influence of the mafia world and the black market economy in the
localities, and even the presence of the black ticket ‘racketeer outside the halls?®. If the
imagination of the new class of audience and its newly gained access to the city and city
based entertainment provided the basis for imagining a new breed of the target audience

for filmmakers like Swapan Saha or Haranath Chakraborty it’s the ‘presence’ of this class

23 Alpona Goswami, Ibid.

*See Bipradas, “Chhabima ekhan khabi khacchhen”, Anandolok, 7" May, 1994.

%" Tarun Majumdar quoted in Anandabazar Patrika article, 5™ November, 1986.

% For detail describing the black ticket sellers’ presence in Calcutta’s cinema halls see Shubhajit
Majumdar’s report “Black e ticket bikri bere giyechhe”, dnandabazar Patrika, 5™ November, 1986.
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that gave rise to discomfort and dissatisfaction for a part of the industry, press and a
particular ‘class’ of the film audienee. Columnist Prabha_t Mitra writes in a neWspaper
article that it was unimaginable before that a class of lungi elad people with slang in their
mouth cou‘vld‘e.nter' cinema halls situated at a place like Chouranghee in Calcutta. Mitra

: expressesf his anxiety regarding this kind of people’s presence as the dominant film

audie‘nce for eohtemporary Bengali cinema He laments that the ‘class’ of peOple that

earher did not dare to even think of commg to cmema halls is the class that makes a

cinema hall full now a days

When t'hjs,_decade of the 1980s_ passedﬂ, the discussion regarding the threat of
" survival, ‘the declining revenue of .Bengali cinema and the concern for the crisis in the
Bengali film market took a backseat in press dlscourse to some extent. What remained
and gamed a much more serious concern was the ‘quality’ of the mainstream. On 2
-November, 1996 i in an Anandabazar Patrzka article Swapan Kumar Ghosh wrote that the
- industry had gone completely into; the hands of not some film makers but merely some
‘.‘bloscope makers” who survive at ‘the box office through their ‘crude’ film narratives and
‘vulgar’ dialogues. They are the star filmmakers of cqntemporary Bengali cinema. ‘And
not only that, Ghosh called them the owners of the film factory as he gave the example ef
.Anjan Chowdhury as ohe of the sole pr0pn'etors of one of those big factories. He also
‘praised’ Swapan Saha as a new factory owner in the same chain.’® The popular Film
"rhagazine Anandalok vpublished a special issue on 28" December, 1996 focusing on the
-Bengali film industry’s mafia connection. Another Bengali daily Aajkaal during this
period (December, 1996) published a series Qf comparative analyses of the glerious past
. and the crisis ridden present of the Bengali film industry in its Friday supplements. In

these articles columnist Sebabrata Gupta analyzed in detail how the Bengali film industry

since the last decade had slowly deteriorated in each and every part of film making

including its technical‘quality, narrative pattern, script and film music.>' Not only film

“journalists and published editorial letters expressed their dissatisfaction regarding

See Prabhat Mitra. “Kolkatar Cinema hall gulo baroi hatashree”, Anandabazar Patrika, 5" November,
1986, p. 5. '

3 O,Swapan Kumar Ghosh, “Tollygunge er Lakhpatira”, 4dnandabazar Patrika, 2" November, 1996.

*! See Bengali daily Aajkaal, December, 1996.
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contemporary Bengali cinema, but also a sizeable section of veteran film actors,
directors, technicians felt a need to change the scenario of mainstream films. Film
'magaiine Anandolok’s special series “Bangla Chhabir Sankat Keno™/ v “Bengali Films:
Why this crisis?” published in its issues between April and May, 1995 became a
testimony of how a part. of the industryowas ‘unh'appy with what was going. on in the
industry. - | D | v - |

In that spec1al serles c1nematographer Soumendu Roy pointing towards the on
gomg crisis of Bengah ﬁlm 1ndustry concluded that bad taste and lack: of education
‘ amongst the new group of film makers was one of the major reasons for the crisis.?

Veteran film act_ress_GltauDe said that the industry was full of cal_lous, corrupt and
"incompetent people wno‘ were responsible for this crisis.”® For film maker Bivuti Laha,
the 'vlac,k of good s_creenpiay writers had caused-tlﬁs- decline. in quality_ whereas film
producer R. D. B'ansal‘ considered technical backwardness as one of the primary réaSons
behind the crisis.34 Pranab Basu pointed out the: problem the film industry Wa_s facing
‘because of the advancement of electronic media and the existence of other forms of
entertainment.>® Film actor Shubhendu Chattopadhyay came up with an interesting term -
‘Hingla film’ while discussing the nature and quality of co_ntemporary commercial
‘Bengali films. What he meant by the term was the strange combination of Bombay
cinema aesthetics and Bengali language in these films. For him in the scenario of Bengali
‘cinema at that’point ‘uncultured’ producers were making films for the audience of their
‘standard’ by some ‘uneducated’ film makers. 3¢ ‘What was implicit in Chattopadhyay’s
_' comment and in many other public sphere discussions at that point‘lwas the closeness
contemporary ‘Bengali films shared with Hindi films and how unhealthy it was for
Bengali cinema. The threat of a dominant (lower) class and their cultural need and taste
were " also associated with a non Bengali film producer chain and their ‘complete

ignorance’ about the ‘glorious past’ of Bengali films. Venkatesh Films and its emergence

32 Soumendu Roy, Anandolok, 8" April, 1995.
3. Gita De, Ibid.
* Bivuti Laha, R.D. Banshal, Anandalok, 6™ May, 1995.
35 Pranab Basu, Ibid.
3¢ Shubhendu Chattopadhyay, Anandalok, 8™ April, 1995.
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in the Bengali film production-distribution-exhibition scenario is an interesting case to’

study here.

The year 1995 marked the inception of Shrée Venkatesh Films instituted by two
young entrepreneurs -Shrikant Mohta and Mahendra Soni, who transformed the company
.intvo one of the leading media and enteﬂaimhent houses in eastern India. It is one of those
Qompanies_ in India that opéfaté across 7mu>1tip1é' verticals within the media and
entertainment industry that includes productioh, cvi"rcula"tion,v promotion'etc and slb’wly it |
has become a brénd name in certain kinds of Bengali ﬁlms associated with it. It started as
a distribution arm in eaétem India that released B'oHywood big budget films like Bombdy,'
Josh, Company, Baghban, Munnabhai: MBBS, Hungama, Khakee, T eré Naam, Bhoot,
‘Murder, Wagqt, Black etc and transformed itself into thé'_léading production house in

| Behgali cinema. Not only that, it started owning cinema halls in this period both in
Calcutta and the suburbs of West Bengal_; and it now owns a television channel ( Sangeet
Bangla), co promotes music television channels (Music India,, Sangeet Bhojpuri etc). and
produces prime time shows for othér television channels. = In vJanuary 2008, Shree
Venkatesh Films announced a partnership with induétry leaders Real Image Media
Teéhnologies Pvt. Ltd to.exclusively bring their Qube Digital Cinema technology to
eastern India. It has also pioneered some mérketing.strategies like separate .puBiicity
photo shoot etc. In the short-time span since then, Shree Venkatesh Films has completed
the job of ‘digitising’ 50 cinema halls across West Bengal, making it one of the fastest

rollouts of Digital Cinema anywhere in India.”’

Along with Venkatesh Films there are two other production companies that
emerged remarkably during this period in film production and earned a name for
themselves — Surinder Films and Dhanuka Brothers Private Limited. Surider Films like
Venkatesh though not 6n that large scale emerged as a production company during this
time. Dhanuka brothers, on the other hand emerged as the leading house in owning and

distributing video halls and video CDs. The emergence of these production houses sureiy

% For this brief history of Venkatesh Films and their ‘achievements’ in Bengali film industry I am grateful
to Ahana, the PRO of Venkatesh Films.
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has a part in the survival of a crisis ridden industry and the establishing of a stable
Bengali film market based on an idea of a ;class’ of audience. But part of the narrative is
also a'story about the rise of a ‘vicious circle’ and the logic of monopoly in the Bengali
mainstream. It is also interesting to note that the reaction of the dissatisfied class of
“people is caused by a perception that Bengali cinemav has gone into the hands of a non -
Behgali film producer chain®® with their policy of cohtrol. Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay
give"s a useful account of how production .hou'ses like Venkatesh Films ‘control’ the
_s_cenéridcompletely. ‘He shares an iri_teresting strategy of the léading pfqdﬁction house,
Venkatesh Films which is also the oWn_er of more than half of the total cinema halls in
West Bengal (out of é total 260 halls in Bengél, 140 of them are owned by Venkatesh
Films). According to Bandyopadhyayvif Venka‘tesh Films spendé Rupees 3 crore on a film
th?y secure its market by roughly aiming to earn 20 lakhs back from each of its 140 halls.
Soﬁge halls perhaps will earn this amount in two weeks and some in six or seven weeks.
A.ndvsince they are the owner of those. 140 halls, and in most of the cases distributors as
well, no one can release their films in those halls. This is the monopoly over the Bengali
film market, that Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay calls the ‘vicious circle’ of the Bengali
commercial cinema chain.* Veteran film journalist Aniruddha Dhar also talks aboﬁt this
‘unholy nexus’ in Bengali film producﬁon-,distribuﬁon practice and confirms that in some
cases Vekatesh Films while permitting other hall owners to exhibit their films made them
‘agree on the basis that the hall had to run their films for at least four weeks even if it was
a flop in the ﬁrst week.*® In the. following sécﬁon I shall try to explain how certain
indusfry outsiders and some distribution efforts tried to go beyond this monopoly logic of
thé mainstream chain of Béngali films. At the same time, I shall attempt to problematize
how far these attempts were successful 1n terms of the ‘production, distribution and

marketing ldgic, and whether it did result in a ‘parallel’ film market for a body of films.

3% Apart from organized production houses like Venkatesh Films or Surinder Films run by non Bengali
producers, there are other not so significant non Bengali producers like Dilip Kankaria, Paban Kanoria or
Robin Agarwal that added to that anxiety narrative.

3% Bappaditya Bandyopadhyay, Op.cit.

4 Author’s Interview with Aniruddha Dhar, 30" June, 2010.
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‘Floating’ producers, limited release and the parallel market of ‘better’ cinema for

an educated mass:

‘Sandip Sen, the owner of National Advertising Agency was in fraternity with
Calcutta based film makers like Goutam Ghosh and many others and was conscious of an
goiﬁg ‘crisis’ of Bengali cinema when Subrata Sen approached him with a Bengali film
script based on the famous Hollywood film VCrus_h.‘“ ‘When Subrata Sen first came to him
with the script and the idea of this film, Sandip Sen was not convinced. But _theri Subrata
Sen made him feel that a sizeable section of the urban middleél'éss, audience especially
the youth with their back turned away from the. cdntemporary ‘mainstream Bengali films
might provide a cohsidcrable mass of film éro_wd for his ﬁlfn and made him ég‘rée to
invest in it. Subrata Sen himsglf calls this film Ek Je Achhe Kanya (There is a girl/ 2001), ~
the first ‘urban youth film’ in the Bengali ﬁhn ind'ustry.‘f2 The idea of an urban film
crowd was central to their imagination of the spectator in their apprdach while making
this film. When I asked them how this idea came about, both of them confirmed that it
was true that the ‘vicious circle’ of the leading production-distribution company made ‘
them go for a limited release in Calcutta. But this strategy was vaisov consciously désigned
much before, in the film's narrative structure, promos, publicity chain for an audience
which was city based and educated.*? Eveﬁ if they could release it in the suburban and
rural spaces it would not have been a successful attempt. Sandip Sen cbnﬁrmed that the
distribution obstacle was very much there while releasing the'ﬁim in cinema halls and
hall owners were reluctant to show their film as it may not have matched the usual
audience expectations of Haranath Chakraborty/ Swapan Saha films. However, they were
prettyAsure during the film production that it ‘was not going to be served for the ‘mass
audience’ of Bengali films but only the educated bhadralok niche audience of Calcutta’s
metropolitan cinema halls including Nandan, Priya etc. Subrata Sen says that the
emergence of one or two production house(s) definitely had an impact in imagining a -
kind of film market and its formatioh, but that did not restrict his films from reaching

their target audience and neither have they ever faced any problem in finding producers

! Author’s interview with Sandip Sen, 1* December, 2010.
2 Author’s interview with Subrata Sen, 2™ October, 2010.
“*Subrata Sen, October , Op. cit. Sandip Sen, December, Op. cit.
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for his films because he “can make films in unimaginable budgets” and ‘a minimum

- number of prints made proﬁt.at the box office.*

Sandip Sen gives a different account. According to him for Ek Je Achhe Kanya a |
total vof 30 lakhs were spent to produceit and from ticket sales and electronic m‘edia‘
rights, it earned 19 lakhs and corporate house pub11c1ty eamned 7 lakhs.** So clearly the
amount of money spent d1d not return back ; still Sen con31ders it a “hit’ because the ﬁlm ’
. along with some other attempts like Unishe Aprzl or Paromitar Ekdin intervened i in the 7
idea "of "the Bengali'ﬁlni market that was active since the 1980s and pioneered in :
imagining a niche. When T asked him then‘\:rvhy' did Deep Fi ilms stop investing in Bengali |
films after. Ek Je Achhe Kanya, he blames it on the lack of responsibility of ‘the Bengali' )
film industry, cast and crew and the'm.aker_s'_ thenis,elVes. T got a similar response from
Renu Roy who produced Unishe April *¢ Unishe April made on a considerably low
: budfge;t: rnostl_y shot i‘ndoors and with a small cast, and with one of the main actors being'
a pazt of the production house (Aparna Sen), released with only eight prints. Spanddn
Films made the producer heppy with the ﬁlm’s'critical recognition and ﬁnancial gain; In -
spite of that, the production house did not significantly emerge in the post Uni’sh'e April-
~ period. Roy says that Spandan Films was not formed as a‘professio_nal prodnction house -

that would produce the run of the mill Bengali film. She has many other interests like
| running an art gallery, working in theatre, the responsibility of being the president of the
prestigious Calcutta club_and many other things, and she never really understood the
complicated nature of film production. Unishe April heppene(_i quite accidentally just
because her friends were involved in it and she was convinced by Ghosh’s talent and
potential as a film maker. Blit post Unishe April when Spandan Films lost huge amounts
of money with productions like 'Shatabdir Galpo/ Stories of the cenitury (Raj Mukherjee)
it “did not have the ab111ty to sustain the loss”. ¥’ Probably that made Roy wary of taking

risks with film making.

“For instance he gave the example of h]S film szar (2006) that was released with only ei ghteen prints and
made a profit.

“Sandip Sen, Op. cit.

“Renu Roy, Op. cit.

7 Tbid.

46



The idea of a ‘floating producer’ that senior film journalist Aniruddha Dhar talks
about in the post 1990s Bengali ‘parallei’ film circuit to some extent. goes well with
producers like Sandip Sen or Renu Roy who never had any. film production experience,
bélong to the socially upward culturally elite background, and at a point invested in
- Bengali films quite accidentally on a ‘friendly request’. The dwnef of Piyali distributidn

and the Priya hall chain, Arjit Dutta éallé their ap_proaéh unprofessional and amatei,lr.f‘s.
But significantly their social positii_)n »ar_ld their association with ért house film makers
makes them different from what I have earlier shown in the case of the producers of the
‘Swapan Saha films. These film producers had-lovst_thei'r‘faith 1n the mainstream market
~and the class of the dominant film audiénce and were consciously aligned with a rior_l
mainstream approach. Some of the producé‘rs were not only ‘outsiders’ with respect to-the
| industry, but also live oﬁtside of Béng_al an_d'in somé casés even outsidé India. Producers :
like Slitapa Guha who is a USA res’ident' and one of the co. prOducers of Rituparno
Ghosh’s Utsab (The Festival/2000), or names like Eldrige Rodrigue who co-produced
‘Abhijit Dasgupta’s Pwitiyo Bassanto (Beybnd Tomorrow/ 2005) with Mumbai baSed
Kesto ‘Mandal are not even traceable in the Bengali film market. Film makers like
Buddhadeb Dasgupta or Goutam Ghose who earlier had NFDC or West Bengal Film
Development Corporatidn as sponsors of their ﬁlms during the 1980s, had to depend on
ﬁgures like Ramesh Gandhi, Chitrani Lahiri or Jhamu Sugandh in the pbst—liberalization

period for producing their films.

In this period, the limitations of state initiatives in mvesting in ‘good films’ were
realized, quite significantly, both by the state government and the film society writers.
Someshwar Bhoumik in his book Bharatiya Chalachchitra:.Ekti Arthanaitik Pratibedan
(Indian Cinema: An Economic Report) discusses in detail how in the 1980s most of the
state. sponsored films in Bengal could not even reach theatres, and he points out that the
reasons behind this were lack of any kind of mafket research, poor advertising strategy

and no concept of secondary and tertiary packages for films produced by the West Bengal

8 Author’s interview with Arijit Dutta, 4" November, 2010.
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_ Government.49 In press discourse issues like corruption and favouritism also came up
While discussing the ambiguity around the exact amount of state funds, its distribution
and state policies. Here an Anandabazar Patrika artlcle by Swapan Kumar Ghosh dated
12 October, 1985 is relevant where he discusses the bureaucratic obstacles and the
ruling political party’s malpractice in misusing state funds, and mentions a pamcular’
exarnple of a Jochhan Dastidar ﬁlm‘called Pr.agditihasik.(PrehiStoric, 1984) that went
through it. Not o.nly'state initiatisres but also the film society_l:approach of the previous

- decade. came under criticism both _froni outside and from within the film society

~ movement. Goutam Ghosh, programm—c:—coordinator of Eisensteih Cine Club of Kolkata

‘who has been vassociated with this film club since its inception points out some reasons.”’

- Firstly when one after another the socialist countries started becoming non-existent in
world politics, the easy and cheap supply of 1ntemat10nal art house films from all over the
world came to a grinding halt. Secondly, Ghosh feels that the vote based electoral politics
of the left front government was par:tly responsible for makmg people less interested in
film societies. Significantly around this time the quarrel between the Film Federation of

.India and the Cine Central that resulted in the shifting of Film cheration_’s head quarters
from Calcutta to Bombay came as an attack on Calcutta’s film society culture. Thirdly
and rhost importantly Ghosh asserts that film club organizers in this period came to know
that a large part of their audience used to come for film society screenihgs for
‘pornographic pleasures’ of urrcut European films. When these. interests were easily
accessed through the VCR/DVD market they left film clubs. Besides that Ghosh points
out some other reasons such as the growing television culture, a market of pirated world
cinema DVDs, and the callousness of the embassy people contributed to the decline of'

the film society culture in 1990s Calcutta.

The point I want to raise here is that the post liberalization ‘parallel’ circuit unlike
previous decades, demonstrates a significant departure in terms of both State sponsored
film production logic and the association with film club culture. Instead of a state body

and a film society circuit being the sponsor and sites of circulation of the art/ parallel

* See Someshwar Bhoumik, Bharatiya Chalachchitra: Ekti Arthanaitik Prattbedan / Indlan Cinema: An
Economlc Report (Calcutta: Papyrus, 1996).
% Author’s interview with Goutam Ghosh, 19" November 2010.
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cinema, it’s the ‘floating” producer éhain, directors themselves or few television
.production houses that have become significant in this ‘parallel’ film circuit. Thev'
association of television production houses and the growing television industry are
Signiﬁcant s‘in.cev'it’s; the idea of television spectatorship that is associated with the ‘lost
audience’. First of all, Rainbow Productions in their post Janmabhumi, and Khaas
'Khabor success produced two Goutam Ghose films Dekha (Vision/ 2001)and Abar
Aranye (in the Forest... Again/ 2003). Besides th_at there are television production houses
like Surabhi Productions, (producer of Paromitar Ekdin), Rosevalley Telefilms Pfivate |
Limited (producer of Jara Bristite szjechhvilo/ Dféﬁéh‘ed_ in the Rain,_ 20(_)7). If the
~growing presence and p‘opulérity of télevision in nﬁddleclass households is responsible
' fo; the dissatisfied, reluctént audiencé for Bengali mainstream films, it’s the television
probductiohi hbuscs that started investing in this circ.:uit.' The parallel circuit directors’ and
‘producers acknbwledge_ TV’s prés’ence and the ir"npor't'éuice. of television rights to 'brin'g

returns on the investments of these films.

The late 1990s is a significant period when the Bengali television entertainment
scenario experienced the popularity of Bengali cable television channels like Alpha -
Bangla, ETV Bangla or Tara Bangla. This is the moment in India when the media
scenario transformed rapidly with the cable television boom and the phenomenal rise in
television purchases. With-the introduction of cable television in the early 1990s, the
television scenario ﬁnderwent a m‘assive transformation. Indian television switched from
black-and-white to colour in order to broadcast the Asian games in 1982. And in lafer
years the purchase of colour televisioﬁs saw a pheno'menal rise amongst the ufban middle
class population. And it is this presence of an altemative. éntertainr'nent. medium to
cinema that was blamed for the middlé class’ reluctance to come out to the cinema halls
to Watch Bengali films. And interéstingly maﬁy of the directors of the posi liberalization
Bengali cinema came from a television background. Directors like Rituparno Ghosh
worked with the Bengali regional television Tara Bangla for quite a long period of time.
Other directors like Kaushik Ganguly, Sudeshna Rdy, ‘Abhijit Guha, or Atanu Ghosh
work for television serials or telefilms regularly along with making films for the big

screen. And television provided some Bengali films a market beyond the box office
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release. For instance Rituparno Ghosh’s Utsab or Buddhadeb Dasgupta’s Uttara were

shown on television before their theatrical release.

Along with the regular vscreeﬁing of these films on television, it’s also interesting
to note how this cinema apprb_priated téle_vision aesthetics to }addrés.s its audience. The
ilnaginatioh of television space is quite central to the construction of the primary mise-
~en-scene of Ritupamob Ghosh and many other filmmakers of this périod. Moinak Biswas

in his essay v“Ray‘ and the ‘Shadow‘of Political Cinema” connects this ‘interiority” of the -
‘ “Béngali middleclass cvinemavth.at emerged as a genre from the ninéﬁﬁ”*with' that of the
late Ray films (Ganashatru, ShakhaiPrash‘akha', Aguntak).’! Investigating this feature of

‘affinity for household spaces’ in post liberalization Bengali cinema, I came acfo_ss a

aesfhetics or the politics of middleclass spaces and their mapping. My persdnal interview -
with art ‘director Indranil Ghosh who worked with ‘parallel’ film makers like Subrata Sen,
Anjan Das and most of the Rituparno Ghosh films, reveals that budgiet constraints was
not a valid reason behind this visual schema of repetitive household spaces used in film
after ﬁlm.52 He argues that money spent on making studio sets of middleclass household v
spaces for the fepresentation of domestic interior worlds is not necessarily always less
than money required for outdoor shooting. Here I see this logic of space designing going
beyond the question of film aesthetic_s, and I would like to argue that this might be seen
as a inarketing strategy of these films to address ah audience that is already habituated to

this form.

Along with the televisual address of these films, I would also like to mention the
appropr;ation of other elements of popular middleclass culture as well - forms with which
the audience was already familiar and hence their .incorporation into the films resonated
with the feel and expérience of the familiar. For instance Paromitar Ekdin (Aparna Sen,

2000) consciously relates itself to women’s magazine discourses™, whereas a film like

51 Moinak Biswas. “Ray and the Shadow of Political Cinema”, Marg, vol 61, no. 3, March, 2010, p. 46.

32 Author’s interview with Indranil Ghosh, 30™ October, 2010.

3 Paromitar Ekdin in its narrative of sister-in-law mother-in-law conflict and emotional bonding
appropriates a number of women’s issues from women’s magazine discourse (Sananda especially) within
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Nagardola (Raj Mukherjee, 2005) in its story telling structure resembles the media genre
~of personal problem discussion forms (in newspapers and magazines columns and
: telev1s1on programmes) Many of thupamo Ghosh’s films (like Asukh, Shubho
- Mahurat, Abohomaan) and Amket Chattopadhyay s Chha E Chhuti (2009) mobilize the
 pleasure of film industry gossip, multlple relatlonshlp stories’ of film stars and populari
scandal stories available in film magazmes hke Anandalok and others The incorporation
~of these dlfferent sectors and forms of popular Bengali mlddleclass culture worked as a

’ marketmg str_ategy to serve the target audience that they were already familiar with.

_ With cable_.television’é success and the popu_larity of Bengali megaseﬂels like Ek
Akasher Niche (on Alpha Bangla' that.later ‘was fenanted Zée Bangla) or T ithir Atithi (on“
ETV Bangla), the Bengali media entertamment sector experlenced the phenomenal
populanty of another teleV181on genre the teleﬁlm which was largely unparalleled in this

v perlod in the nat10nal scenario. Television channels like ETV Bangla invested: in the’

’fovrmatio'n of this genre with short or average length films made ‘for TV audiences,
directedvby director_s like Kaushik Ganguly, Partho Sen , Anjan Dutta and others. After
ETV Bangla’s success, other television channels like Akash Bangla, Alpha Bangla or

Tara Bangla too started producing telefilms for the late evening slots of the weekend.”

and beyond the story of this film. Saenanda is a popular Bengali women’s magazine that has been
publishing since 1985 that shaped and popularized an idea of a ‘new’ Bengali bhadralok femininity which
is both bound to home and hence efficient in household work and ‘care’, and on the other hand also ‘smart’
enough in dealing with professional life, job stresses and career building. It uses the idea of the Sananda
woman in its advertisements describing her as someone who works both at home and outside with equal
zeal (“ghare baire samaan tale”). The regular columns on cookery, beauty tips, home decoration, and child
and in-laws care and time management form an idea of a middleelass bhadralok (married) woman who is-
world’. Aparna Sen’s Paromitar Ekdin essentially evokes and references this ‘new’ Bengali feminine self
in its shift from Sanaka (the mother in.law played by Aparna Sen) to Paromita (the daughter in law played
'by Rituparna Sengupta). In Paromita’s initial adjustment in her in-laws’ house (she was married to a
conservative joint family of north Calcutta), child care (had a physically handxcapped chlld) her literary
interest and knowledge of Bengali vocabulary, each step of the Samanda- discourse is incorporated
cinematically. ' :
%% This is a popular media genre proliferating in Bengali middleclass cultural sphere with Sunday
newspaper columns like Byaktigato (Personal) in Anandabazar Patrika or Survival Strategy in The
Telegraph or Columns like Kane Kane, Rupam ke balo in magazines like Sananda or Unish Kuri. Similarly
television programmes like Mon Niye or Chhandadike Bolun had viewers calling in to discuss their
personal problems with the host-offering solutions.

° An Ananadabazar Patrika report claimed that in 2004 a professional business organization planned to
invest in 206 films to be telecast-on Akash Bangla. From the very number one could imagine the possibility
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The West Bengal Film Ce_ntfe, Nan’daﬁ- recognizing this popula_rity of telefilms started
organizi_ng telefilm 'f.'estiv'a,l's from 2003 “With»'tremehdoué response from the public who
wea'ther'evdvlong queués and iﬁclement weather -to maintain ‘Housé Full’ in most of the
shows” .’Thc next year, Nqndan,inaﬁgurated this festival with 'Tvapﬁan Sinha’s Admi:Aur v
Aurat.I(Marvi “and Worhan»? 1984) follc}wed by telefilms like 700 Square feet (Atanu
Ghosh), Chilekothar Sep‘aif_a (Comrades of the Attic, Jéyashrce Bhatta_chafya),‘ Chhaya
Chhabi (Mbving Shadé.)w_s:,v Kaﬁshik_ Gaﬁ’gﬁlY) etc thaf people had already seen and
' aﬁpféciated on TV. Ahd.intérgstiﬁgly the idea of aﬁlm like Ek Mu_t_hoiChha_bir(A Fistful
o 6f Tales, 2003) produced by Bengaii film actress Roép__a Gangui_y (Oﬁr Films Productidn)
‘took shape ‘observing'thé‘popula_x"lity' of the first telg’ﬁim festi?als' at Nandan.”’ It was
s_tructured' like 51x combined telefilms and each of the 'éix pans was ‘jd’irected by six
' differcnt 'd_irectors like Atghyaka’mal_Mitra, 'bAn_rian} Dt_itta, Kaushik’i Gang-uI'y‘ and others.
Thus televi_sib'n not only'pfoVidéd,,a market for the post 1990s Bengali cinema’s ‘parallel’
Stream, but also the televisual imagination and so_ine television genres that were so
,popular with its base mi'ddle clé;ss audiehces contributed to the making aﬁd marketing of
some ‘-parallel’ Bengaii vﬁlms.-Apar‘.tb from TV, thi»s paréllel cinema imagines an audithe
of VCR/ DVD conSumeré as well as the_BengaIi diaspora, all of whom are addressed by
the films of this ‘parallel’ _circﬁit. Here I would like to mention very briefly the world

premiere of Utsab, its pre history and the marketing logic that it followed.

Ta’pén Biswaé, veteran producer of Bengali films who has been producing films
since 1981 and has produced some >of the Dineh Gupta and Tarun Majumdar films met
Rituparno Ghosh in 1999 and pvlaz;nne_d to organize a retrospective of his films at the North
American Behgali Conference™ that is held each year in the USA. * They organized

of profit from investing in Bengali telefilms and its highet TRP rating. Source “Tele Hawa”/"Tele Wind”
by Manojit Sarkar , ABP, 27" January, 2004.

¢ As quoted by Roopa Ganguly, film actress and Secretary of West Bengal Motion Picture’s Artiste’s
forum in the brochure of Second Bangla Telefilm Festival, 2004 published by Nandan.

57 Roopa Ganguly wrote in the brochure of second Bengali telefilm festival how six directors were selected
whose telefilms were shown in international film festivals. These six directors, Ganguly as a producer and
“director of Nandan, Ansu Sur discussed the project together and the theme of Ek Mutho Chhabi was fixed.
5% North American Bengali Conference or in short NABC is an annual conference held in North' America to
celebrate Bengali culture where people take part in discussions, literary readings, movie screenings and
other types of performances dealing with Bengali culture. It started in 1980s in New York city and later
spread all over the United States and Canada
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screenings of Ghosh’s first two films Unishe April and Dahan that experienced packed
cinema halls in the conference. After these successful screenings of his films, when they
were returning, Ghosh told him the story of Utsab and Biswas planned to produce this
film and to premiere it in the USA % Then Utsab was shot and was premiered on 24®
vJune 2000 at General C1nema in Los Angeles and then three other drfferent halls across v
the USA in San Francrsco Houston and New York. And it eamed twenty thousand..
»dollar from these shows in the USA61 After Utsab 's screenings they even-orgamzed an
interactive sess10n and dinner w1th the. members of the film cast Prasenjeet Chatterjee
and Rituparna Sengupta for the people who bought ‘dinner coupons Observmg Utsab'’s
success among the non residential Bengali crowd in the USA, Bxswas planned to produce
two Bengah ﬁlms per year to be premlered in the USA, and to give respectlve VHS of the
films shown on the basis of membership. He calculated that if- they could make six
‘thousand people their members across USA and per head thirty or forty dollars could be
-~ fixed 45 membership fees it would be a good business plan to be developed. But then the
- USA Prabasi orgamzatlon did not show any interest in this project, and Biswas reahzed
that for the non. re51dent1al Bengah people a new Bengah film screening may be ‘fun’ for
one day, but nothing beyond that.** After Tapan Biswas’ ‘pioneering attempt’ it is an
organization like Databazar Media Ventures‘ based in Florida, USA that, engages in
global distribution and marketing of Bengali Films which includes e-marketing. DMV in
its attempts to bring ‘quality’ Bengali films to the USA and Canada teams np with several -
other well known Bengali organizations like Tagore Society and Durga Bari in Houston
Texas, Prabasz in the Bay Area, The Greater Bengalz Association of Atlanta and the
Bengali Association of South Florida. And DMV in its partnership with Dingora.com®
* started releasing Bengali films online for an international audience. And a_site like
X Vinnamat News Network publishes reviews of these l3engali films distributed through

DMV and provides the link of Dingora.com where one can watch the film online. Here I

5% Author’s interview with Tapan Biswas, 13" December, 2010.
% 1t is interesting to note that the plot of Utsab of four sons and daughters coming to their home during puja
holiday thematically resonates with the sentiments of overseas Prabasi Bengali audience. .
8! As reported by an Anandabazar Patrika article by Swapan Kumar Ghosh “Bangla Cinemay Ekhan Anek
Vagavagl” 4™ October, 2000, p. 5.
62 Biswas, Op. cit.

% Dingora.com is a site where one can watch films online and it was founded by Pankaj Sikka who is also
the founder of the group blogging site PassionForCinema.com.
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would like to mention a review of the Bengali film Shukno Lanka (/Dry red chilies,
Gaurav Pandey, 2010) on Vinnamat News Network to show how interestingly these
online sites connect with. each other to publicize and market the Bengali film’s diaspora |
release: '

Last time when I was in Kolkata I observed how people were excited
about this film: For Databazar group one can watch a film online at
Dingora.com in USA ‘on the same day of its release in Kolkata. It can
" be watched with high definition quality from Canada and America. In
the Sunday afternoon I thought to watch it online. ... In this month there
* is another Bengali film releasing, a filmic adaptation*bf Tagore’s story
Laboratory. (Watch the trailer of this film in this link). The North
American aud'iencev can watch Shuknq Lanka from this Dingora Link.%

It is 1nterest1ng to observe how the advemsement of a Bengah film appropriates the
amateur tone of a regular ﬁlm viewer and provxdes the related links. The question is not .
always of how mucli-profit the d1aspora release did earn for' Bengali films or whether
DMV would experience the ‘failure’ of the global marketing of Bengali films like Tapan
Biswas or not, bilt-ef?éhow the‘cireulatiron logic of these ‘parallel’ films imagbines diffefent
alternatives to the box ofﬁce. In the next section I will discass ‘the questien of
‘altematiVe’ exhibition for these films. I will iry to explore bhow the strategy of parallel
marketing works in terms of exhibition logic, of differentiating the mainstream frorh the
parallel, or what has been termed the 'crude' from the 'cultural’ and will attempt to read

the strategy of certain exhibition sites associated with this “parallel’ circuit.

Legltimi_zed cinema at legitimized spaces of the city: )

When filmmakers like Anjan Chowdhury, Swapan Saha, Haranath Chakraborty
talk about rural and small town working class and middle class people as their target
audience, and similarly when directOfs like Anjan Das, Subrata Sen or producers like
7 :l:ai)an_Bis'was assert the need for reclaiming the ‘lost’ audience of Bengali cinema, both
sides work within a logic of exclusion. This logic of exclusion that goes beyond the
boundaries of aesthetic differentiation or any kind obf ideological grounds is vividly

_visible in the distribution -of Bengali films across theaters. Producers, directors,

5 By Biplab Pal, Vinnamat News Network. Link: http://www.vnnbangla.com/newsreaderaspx?id=4953 .
Access date 25™ August 2010. Translation mine.
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journalists and most of my other informants confirmed that it was ‘the 1990s that
experienced a division in the film distribution policy in Bengal for the first time in terms
of ‘the location of exhlbltlon sites. In the press and pubhc sphere dlscuss1ons it’s
popularly called the b1nary of ‘gramer chhabi/ shaharer chhabi’ (i.e. the binary of films
made for rural mass/ ﬁlms made for urban mass). To be more spe01ﬁc if on the one hand
the films belonging to the Bengah mamstream releases at the majority of exh1b1t10n
sites, the thuparno Ghosh or AnJan Das films started being assocrated wrth some specific
exhibition halls and 1ts niche urban film crowd ‘The division actually not only works in
the bmary of the crnema halls of rural Bengal and those of Kolkata but works wrthm city:
spaces as well therefore making some specific exh1b1t1on places important urban sites in’
the prol1ferat10n of th1s (parallel) film culture. In this section I would like to focus on
_ these exhrbltlon sites explonng their b1ograph1cal detailing and locational 1mportance

and the process through which they got assoc1ated with the post liberalization- parallel’ .
film circuit. Here methodologically*I draw from Brian Larkin’s work to explore how
different orders of information around cinerna are mobilized in the cultural life of

exhibition sites.®

To start with, Nandan is the most significant of all in the way it both assumes and
constructs a distinct ‘Nandan film crowd’. Nandan was established in 1985 as a part of
the state initiative taken “to promote film culture” in West Bengal and as its former CEO
and the editor of Bengali Film Directory Ansu Sur asserts, it had a goal of creating
‘mature young adult film goers who Would learn to appreciate ‘good’ films not only
through watching films at Nandan, but also by taking part in film apprec1at10n courses,

seml_nars, lectures and the interactive sessions organized by Nandan % Since its inception

85 Brian Larkin in his work on Nigerian cinema theater provides historical and ethnographic detailing of the
emergence of Cinema in Nigeria examining the materiality of cinema theaters itself as public institutions
and the specificity of the cinema going culture it generates through the local political upheavals. Larkin
charts out how the material quality of cinematic technology and cultural complexity feed into the cinema
going experience in the northern Nigerian city, Kano. See Brian Larkin “The Materiality of Cinema
Theaters in Northern Nigeria”; in Faye D Ginsburg, Lila Abu-Lughod-and Brian Larkin ed. Media Worlds:
Anthropology on New Terrain. Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2002.

8 Author's interview with Ansu Sur, July, 2010.
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days, because of its association with the Calcutta Film Festival®’ and registered cine
societies in Calcutta , and its very positioning in a ‘cultural arena’, the vibrant corner of
Calcutta embracing Rabindra Sadan, Calcutta Information Center, the Academy of Fine
Arts, Nandan gained an aura of ‘cultured Bengaliness’. The Nandan CEO Nilanjan
Chattopadhyay asserts that Nandan has a specific film crowd who often decide to watch a
film just because it is being screened at Nandan.%® Thus a film show at Nandan gains a
symbolic value both for the film itself and its audience. Both Chattopadhyay and Sur see
Nandan as a significant intervention in the existing Bengali single screen theater chain
like Minar, Bijali, Chhabighar or Rupabani, Aruna, Bharati, and also as different from
the multiplexes because Nandan never had an aim to create a film market but to engage
in the circulation of quality films. Though the state fixed a revenue target for film
screenings at Nandan, there is a difference between the normal single screen theater chain
and Nandan. Firstly, unlike other cinema halls, entertainment tax is not applicable at
Nandan. And unlike a fixed amount deposited per show in a normal single screen cinema

hall, Nandan only claims a certain percentage earned from ticket sales.

The Statesman report on the inauguration of Nandan. 2nd' September, 1985.

87 Nandan hosted two international film festivals of India organized by the Government of India in 1990
and 1994. Calcutta film festival was started at Nandan in 1995.
58 Author's interview with Nilanjan Chattopadhyay, March, 2010

56



'While tracing back the ‘logic’ for this ‘art house’, an article by Nirmal Dhar published.in
the Bengali newspaper Jugantar on 2™ September, 1985 provides the brief hlstory behind
.the formation of Nandan. Accordmg to this report, in 1970 the West Bengal govemment
formed a Film consultatlve comm1ttee under the leadershlp of the ploneermg ﬁgure of
.- Bengali cinema, B N. Slrcar That commrttee after their mvestlgatlon made a report w1th
a list of what is to be done for the betterment of Bengah cmema and sent th1s to the state |
govemment But that ﬁle was there w1th government ofﬁ01als untouched’ for 8/9 years 5,
“When the Left- front govemment came to power in 1977 the mformat1on and
"broadcastlng m1n1ster of the West Bengal government ‘Mr. Budhdhadeb Bhattachar]ee
took special 1nterest in that B.N. Slrcar report and partlcularly focused on the number
three requlrement as per the l1st de. the idea of formmg an art cinema house in the
. mrddle of the c1ty "The first adv1sory board was const1tuted for this ‘art film complex
comm1ttee in. 1978. Satyapt Ray was the chalrman and Mrmal Sen, Parltosh Sen and
several other well known intellectuals from various ﬁelds of art and literature- were the
illustrious members of that comm1ttee Nandan Was named by Ray (Whlch means
aesthetics or the parad1se) he des1gned the logo and pivoted the formulatlons of
objectives and the plannmg of the courses of action.” After Ray, Utpal Dutta headed the
board followed by Anil Chatterjee Basant Chowdhury and Tarun Majumdar. The
Amritabazar report clalms that for the formatlon of Nandan the state spent 1.5 crore
rupees; it was built on twenty thousand square feet,”! has three auditortums (Nandan I.
with 950’ seats, Nandan .II with 300 'seats,’b and Nandan III with 110 seats), a library and a
| documentation centre. Nandan, also known as ‘the art film complex’ in Calcutta at that
“time was planned for the exhibition of ‘quality’ films only, which distributors Were not
ready to release atordinary‘cinema halls and not for “crass commercial (purpose) which

772 of ordinary viewers. Nandan, sinCe its

thrives on exploitation of human weakness
1ncept1on carries - wrth it this 1dea of quahty and-an idea of elite mche film viewers is
central to its existence: Here T would like to quote from an article by Nnmal ‘Kumar

Ghosh in the brochure of the 2nd Calcutta film festival; he writes:

69
70

For detail see Nirmal Dhar. “Chalachchitrer Nandan Kanan”, 2™ September,'1985, Jugantar.

For this brief history of Nandan I amr indebted to newspaper articles published of that period 1985
in Amritabazar Patrika, Anandabazar Patrika, The Statesman, Jugantar etc. '

Y Amritabazar Patrika, 2 September, 1985.
” Catalogue of 2™ Calcutta Film Festival, 1996, ed. By Partha Raha and Surya Banerjee p. 3.
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In my warmed up vision, “NANDAN" too is a personified pipe- dreamer, one
that has set itself the onerous task of bringing under its roof the pick of potential
film talents drawn from all the far ranging corners of India free from the
obnoxious clutches of caste and political creed. It firmly believes in the cherished
dream of Lenin over the great rallying force of the powerful film medium.......
“NANDAN” signifies and epitomizes the enlightened Celestial Garden, the
Garden of infinite grace and beauty. It cares two hoots for affording big bugs of
the movie industry here and elsewhere a grand scale scope to enter into a film-
buying- and- selling spree for a rich film market. No drink parties here to egg
them on in their drive for commerce! So “NANDAN” is “NANDAN"!"

N AND AN

WEST BENGAL FILM CENTRE

Nandan

Another important aspect here is that from the very beginning, Nandan in spite of its
association with active film societies of Calcutta was a departure from the film society
‘biased ness’ of the festival circuit and world cinema. Retrospectives of Antononi,
Godard, or Kurosawa were being shown at regular intervals at Nandan II. But the
emphasis was reviving the practice of watching ‘good’ Bengali films. And Nandan
increasingly focused on showing Bengali cinema from the past through retrospectives of

actors like Uttam Kumar or Rabi Ghosh , directors like Tarun Majumdar or Tapan Sinha

3 Ibid.
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or simply showing films from the 50s or 60s.”* And secondly; after its establishment the
state goverhment and the press undertook to fnake it not just mereiy a state run cinema
hall. That’s Why the idea of the ‘autonomy’ of Nandan which as an ‘autonomous body’
,bwould take decisions regarding Nandén appeared again and again-in the press discourse. -
In a way, Nandan predated the concept of the multiplek in Calcutta two decades before
the actual multiplex ‘arrived. But surely its imagination ‘of the film crowd and the
economy of exhibition followed a different logic from that of the multiplex and its niche
film market. Nandan .in itself, the naming, its position and its association With the
educated middleclass audience made it the intellectual hub of Calcutta that became

central to the ‘parallel’ film circuit of contemporary Bengah cinema.

Priya, another important name that‘screens‘ ‘paral}el’k Bengali cinema holds its
position as exclusively catering to the bhadralok film crowd in a different way from
Nandan. Firstly, as both the Sales manager Sagnik Michael Sinha, and the owner, Aﬁjit
Dutta think Priya’s posh south Calcutta location provides the basis of its middle class and
upper middle class film crowd who live nearby at Rashbehari, Gariahaat, Golpark or
Ballygunge.” The inhabitants of these localities of south Calcutta are largely included in
the dissatisfied middle class éudien_ce of Bengéli cinema. When I asked Mr. Sinha how
did Priya maintain its difference from any other single screen theater of Calcutta, he
shared two main strategies adepted by Priya to maintain the ‘class’ and ‘quality’ of its

film crowd. Firstly, in the 1980s wigfs-one after another Bengali films with ‘crude

stories’ and ‘vulgar dialogues’ started hitting the big screen and ‘educated’ urban
audience allegedly stopped watching Bengali films at cinema halls, Priya released only
Hollywood films for the city based urban, ‘educated’ film audience, and did not associate
its name with those Bengali mainstream products. So for instance when films like Ek Je
" Achhe Kanya (Subrata Sen, 2001) or Shubho Mahurat (Rituparno Ghosh, 2002) were

released at Priya, the Priya film crowd expected something ‘different’ from the

™ To give few examples from its inception Nandan regularly presented festivals of (old) Bengali films that
include Uttam Kumar retrospective, Homage to Salil Chowdhury, Satyajit Ray retrospectives, Bimal Roy
film week, film shows based on Tagore’s literary works, Bengali films selected for Indian panorama etc. In
1997 Calcutta Film Festival organized by Nandan there was a section called ‘Nostalgia’ where old Bengali
films like Madhu Bose’s Alibaba, Ajay Kar’s Harano Sur, Rajen Tarafdar’s Nagpash were screened. In
2000 festival a centenary tribute of Bengali film actor Chhabi Biswas were organized.

> Author’s interview with Arijit Dutta and Sagnik Michael Sinha, November, 2010.
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mainstream productions of Bengali cinema. Secondly, Mr. Sinha says that intentionally
the average ticket price for Priya film shows were fixed higher than the other cinema
halls of Calcutta. And this higher ticket price ‘assured’ the ‘bhadralok’ film crowd that
Priya would be ‘safe’ from the unruly lower class film crowd of Bengali cinema. Another
important factor is that Priya is associated with the Piyali films distribution company that
earlier released many ‘quality’ Bengali films including some of the Satyajit Ray classics.
The interior of Priya with its decorated lobby showcasing and highlighting the large size
French poster of Satyajit Ray’s film Aranyer Dinratri reconstructs this glorious history in

regular film shows at Priya.

Star, on the other hand, has a different cultural history associated with great
theater personalities (like Girish Ghosh ) and performances in the Bengali cultural

milieu.

STAR THEATRE

This over a hundred years old heritage venue has turned into a popular entertainment site
of north Kolkata where cultural events are held regularly, and Bengali ‘parallel’ films are
shown. Star is a case of a tie up between the state government and the Priya chain
authority. These specific exhibition sites in their association with the film society culture,

quality film distribution companies, their marketing strategy of higher ticket prices or
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: sunply because of possessmg a rich cultural hxstory that d1str1buted many quallty Bengali
| films . qu1te evidently affirm their difference from normal srngle screen theater chains that
run average mainstream ﬁlms Along with ‘Nandan Priya or Star some other exhlbrtlon‘.
sites outside Calcutta (exhlbltron sites hke Lok Sanskriti Mancha, Deenbandhu Mancha- v
| etc) Workmg in th1s network of parallel’ cinema operate. in the c1rculat1on of not only ;
.thlS film culture but their ‘parallel-ness’. Ina way a film show at Nandan or Przya gives a
| certain kmd of legltrmacy of “bhadralok c1nema both to the film bemg screened and 1ts
- audience. that a regular Aruna or Prachi show can not poss1bly provrde. To _express it. -
differently, one can say that these 'urban exHibition sites w'o”rking within the diSConrse' of -
‘taste’ and ‘quality’ of Bengah cinema became an 1mportant part of imagining the
’ parallel’ and thus they complete the circle of product1on dlstnbutlon and public sphere
1magmat1ons regardmg the 1dea of the parallel’ in the post 11beral1zat1on moment of

Bengali cinema.

Conclusion: | _
In this chapter I've tried to map certain factors ac'ting within and outside of the
‘Bengali film industry, and relat1onally, their institutional role and cultural pollcres to
demonstrate how they all participated in ‘the emergence of thrs post liberalization
‘parallel’ film circuit. Especially while studying the Art Film Complex Nandan and Priya
and their specific film crowds, I have tried to demonstrate how this. film culture is
embedded in a complex matrix of numerous micro social dynamics. To an,alyZe the vital
role of these social and cultural institutions, Rita Felski’s expl‘anation of how they
mediate between the art work and its meanings. in the public sphere has been relevant for
my discussion’®. The role of the Bengali Press and Nandan is significant in shaping the
notion of parallel-ness of this film pract1ce The reg1me of productlon and circulation of
this film culture constructed by the Bengali middle class mtellrgentsra cannot be

imagined without these brands like Nandan or Anandabazar Patrika.

See Rita Felski. “Modemist Studies and Cultural Studies: Reﬂectlons on Method” MODERNISM /
modernity. Volume ten, number three, 2003, p. 501-517.
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The ‘unity’ of this film culture is constituted of articulations of distinct
.unconnected elements and different institutions. These distinét articulations can be .,
.reamculated in dlfferent ways in drfferent commitments and directions. Thus my attempt
~is not to structure a narrative in a causal chain relatmg all these institutions and their
.dlfferent articulations in .a wholeness of th1s film culture because I did not find any
preex1st1ng ‘belongmgness or coherence between these d1fferent mst1tut10nal practlces .
As for mstance the press dlscourse especrally the Bengah press did not apprec1ate the
'format1on of Nandan; saw it as a ‘wastage’ of state 1nvestment and senously expressed
2 v1ews that the state should not have any role in ‘promoting” film. culture by 1nvest1ng in
“an ‘art film complex Sumlarly, Priya’s strateg1c business pollcy and its role ‘in the
_ formatlon of the bhadralok ﬁlm crowd is quite contrary to Nandan 'S 1ntellectual concerns
and Priya d1d not take the ﬂoatmg, amateur product1on practice of maklng good"
"Bengah cinema at all senously And yet all these 1nst1tut1ons and 1nst1tut10nal roles did
" come ‘together’ in addressing a ‘class” that had_allegedly distanced itself from the idea of
“mainstream’ film p’ractice. It was the moment that made their ‘distinct’ ‘articulati.ons‘ v.
cohere together and work within a discourse jointly. They operated distinctly in this
_ formulation but their concerns merged while they took part in imagining the "lost glory”
of Bengali films. It was a moment of -historicizing Bengali cinema through the
contemporary ‘crisis’, sheer dissatisfaction with mainstream cinema, and constant
lamentation for a past glory. In this context some distinct factors made those institutions

work together in a process of ‘reclamation’.

The mid 1980s- early 1990s was a period when the .need for histericizing Bengali

cinema was felt in different sectors associated with discussions and a serious engagement -

~with Bengali films. Firstly, a serious change took place in the film society perspective
with their ‘rediscovery’ of the ‘mainstream ﬁlmmakers’ of the past and the greatness of

' their'works.v77 The popular press and other bhadra public sphere “discussion forums_

invested in the greatness of earlier Bengali films while discussing the loss to the

" In an interview conducted by film journal Silkouette (Vol VII, 2009) Shamik Bandyopadhyay describes
this change in film society organizers’ approach and called it ‘unfortunate’ that film society could not
provide the ‘support’ to film maker like Tapan Sinha or Hemen Gupta when they were making films and
only ‘historicized’ these filmmakers works much later; when they had almost stopped makmg films or -
already left Bengali film industry.
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contemporary 8 Publication of books like Kirahmay Raha’s Bengdli Cinema or Rajat
Roy’s Bangalir Chalachchztra o Sanskriti are two significant attempts at h1stonc1zmg :
: Bengah films from a perspectlve of the'contemporary Mriganka. Shekhar Roy made a
documentary film (Bangla Chalachchitra Shtlper Chalchztra) in 1985 on the history of
Bengali cinema from its early phase through the ‘glorious’ 505 to the crisis ridden
contemporary, and_ Nandan exhibited it on its inauguration function on 2™ September,.
1985. Iﬁ.the_ 1980s after the. éetﬁng up of Nandan ‘thfough its regule_ir séreenings of old
’ -Behgali ﬁims, a nostalgic discourse of Bengali cinema emerged. Television, on the other
hand, - through screenings of old Bengali films contributed to this History writing
.differer_ltly. And later through television programmes Iikc- Bishay Chalachchitra (Zee
Baﬁgla) or Cinemascope (Tara Bangia) a histbry was formed and came to cir‘culate.
| Significantly it’s élso the time when we experienced the birth of Filni Stﬁdies as an
academic ciiscipline in West Bengal.y What I want to argue is that ithis_ history writing and -
formation of the Bengali cinema discourse is closely, associated with the emergence .'of '
the ‘parallel’ vﬁlm circuit ’'m dealing with. Unlike most other ‘parallel’ film pr_actice(s) :
that esse_ntially came and identified themselves as.a ‘break’, in the case of the post
liberalization Bengali ‘parallel’” cinema, the idea was of ‘continuation’ ahd ‘consistency’.
In me next chapter I will explore how this question of ‘continuation’ (with the past) gave
rise to a certain kind of past-ness in the film texts of the post liberalization Bengali
bhadralok cinema. 1 will vellaborate on how the imagination of a shared memory of the -
Bengali cinematic past and the bhadralok past sdmetimes merged together, and
sometimes produce tensions in narrative terms at the level of thematic and formal‘

articulations.

78 Here I should mention that the discussion regarding this ‘crisis’ in Bengali cinema was not only limited
to some particular newspaper and magazine columns and editorial letters but there wére a number of group
discussion or public debates organized by Nandan, various art: galleries, Calcutta book fair committee.
Doordarshan talk shows or other regional cable television programmes.
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The Pohtrcs and Poetics of Past-ness in the Post 1990s Bhadralok
Cinema

“In 1980s- 1990s a time came in Bengah film 1ndustry when films based on the pleasure
of literary narratives and meaningful stories were rarely made and released, the main
problem being production situation was not in favor of such meaningful films. When I
came to film making my effort was to consciously regenerate that ‘lost’ film viewing
- pleasure of earher Bengali cinema commonly found in Tarun Ma_]umdar or Tapan Sinha
“films durrng 1950s and 1960s.” : .
-Anjan Das
Recent memory stud1es have demonstrated how memory has taken part in
'contemporary times in shaplng our somal belongmg or cultural 1mag1nat10n individual
des1re or group act1v1t1es Andreas Huyssen relates memory S contemporary resurgence
_' in the post modern context to a ‘crisis’ in the 1deolog1es of progress and the idea_of”
modernization and the loss of faith in technological advancement in the present’.
Memory simply seen as the recording of ‘what happened’ has been further problematized
and the general belief regarding memory that it is unchanging and: only its value changes
in different periods has been questioned in memory studies’. Nicola King’s -account
shows how memory can work as a ‘text to be deciphered” and not alwaysan (unchanged)
“lost reality to be rediscovered’.* Moving further, Richard Terdima explains memory’s
role in capturing us rather than memory’s subjection to our recapture.” Memory and the
remembrance of the ‘lost past’ is central to the post liberalization Bengali ‘parallel’
cinema that I’'m discussing, and it functions in diverse directions and multiple layers of
determination. At the same time, the role of memory is not simply an imagination of a
certain kind of film and film viewing practice from the past that has to be reclaimed, and
~ v :
hence memorialized, but also a question of to whom this past/ past-ness belongs. And it is
this memory and nostalgia discourse in its organization, rather than simply working as

mere constructions of a class and taste discourse, ‘actively’ produces the subject of the

class and taste it belongs to.

! Author’s initerview with Anjan Das, 6™ October, 2010.
- 2 See Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia, ( Routledge, 1995).
3 See Susannah Radstone, Memory and Methodology, (London: Routledge, 2000).

As referred by Susannah Radstone, Ibid.

5 As referred by Susannah Radstone, Ibid.
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Thé way »Ritup'amo Ghosh’s Hi{‘er Angti (The Diamond Ring, 1992) or Utsab
(The Feéﬁval:20_00) 'inevitably‘ remind a viewer habituated tq Ray films of Joy Baba-
Felunath 'Y(Ele'phant. de, 1979) or Kanc‘h‘anjungha‘, (1962), or Anjan Das’ literary
Venmrés like Shanjhbatir Roopkathara (Strbkes and Silhouenes, 2002) or Faltu (2005)_ in
their very effort to evoke the ple‘asu,re' of the litéraryv,.n'axjrat’ive immediately connect with a
cinematic préétiée of earlier decades. can be seen as a kind of ritiial remembrarice of the
- lost glOriés of Bengali cinematic p'_r-a‘ctice‘. TIn this memorializing’gestur'e of the ° gl-ofious
"pvastv’ what became ‘an imporfant factor in the construction of the nérrative of common -
memory and its understanding was ._thé identity of the bhédralok ‘.us’.‘ In a complex
manner the formation and determinatic_in of this ‘memory’ generated the subject tov whom
it belpnged, and on the other hand, the ‘us’ to whom this ‘mémbfy’. b¢longed td‘ok pért in
the modes of remembrance. The narrative that gqt Constrﬁctéd fook the form that ‘our’
(Bengali) cinema that was defeated by the (Bengali) cinema of ‘theirs"-and hence ‘lost’ -
from film viewing practice for mofe thap a decade started geﬁing reclaimed from the mid
1990s through the ‘parallel” éircuit"S conscious alignment to ‘a past cinematic practice, |
through directorial position, film aesthetics and the pleasﬁré generated through film texts. -
| These Bengali film makers who started their film making _careei in a ‘crisis’ riddg_n
industry in this period (post 1990s) experienced a_ri industrial set up where those ‘good
old Bengali films’ had ceased to exist. In their films they therefore revisited their
.cinematic upbringing and the.i,r experience of growing up in those ‘glorious’ days of
Bengali cinema. So the ‘memory’ of a cinematic upbringing of not only some of the
filmmakers, bu\t also that of producers, part of the industry crew, and news paper
journalists contributed to a discourse of _this cinematic practice being in its very essence a
continuation of the °‘glorious’ pést of ‘meaningful’ Bengali films._ This discourse
exceeded the personal memories of some in:iividuals related to film making, production,
marketing and the press circuit, and worked within and beyond to an ‘illusion’ of a
common public memory- that belonged to the imagination of the cinema of a particular

class and its taste discourse.

In this chapter I will try to elaborate on how the politics and poetics of ‘past-ness’

works in the ideology of this ‘parallel’ cinema both on textual and technical levels. It not
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only memorializes the past but also ritualizes the remembrance. So the concern is not
only what ‘we’ remember through. these films and what we are made to rémember again
and again, but also of how we pérticipété in tfn's‘vcin’ematié form of remembrance and
ritualize our contemporary experience of the past-ness of ‘our’ cinematic plea'suré and
public r'ne‘mory.‘THe question of 'paftiCipat'ion while cbnstructing the ‘past-ness’ of the
contemporary_.comes with a‘rids'ta‘lgiz’i 'discoursev generated afound thesevﬁhn' texts and
~associated with this cinematic practice. As I have 'di$ci1ssed 1n my first chapter; in this
‘period public sphere discussions, pfes$ : articles, | television programmes, Nandan
retrospectives joined together in the‘hi‘sto_i’icization of Bengali cinema as well as the
forrnatidn of a discourse about its authenticity. In thlS discourse, the 1950s and 60s were.
seen as the period in Bengali cinema closely associated with Bengali literature, marked
by its modes of realism, and a ‘middle class sentiment’ (Raha, 1991)° whereas ihef late
'1970s and 1980s were seen as a ‘deterioration’ towards the incorporatidn of ‘masala’’
elements like routine song and dance sequences, stereotypical villains etc. Documcntafy
film maker and critic Mriganka Shekhar Roy in an essay published in a booklet, Seven
- Decades of Bengali Cinema blamed the youhg,people who came to make films in the
Bengali film industry. 8 Roy considers them corhpletely “bereft of ideas and idealism” for
whom cinema was not a medium of creative expression but simply a ‘money-making
gamble’. He admits other problems like. black-money racketeering, the distributor-
.exhibitor stranglehold on the producers, the lack of ‘modern studio and laboratory
facilities, but asks whether all these factors taken together can account for the ‘artistic
crisis’ of ‘perfunctory scripts’, ‘dumb acting’, ‘slack editing’ or ‘immature presentation
of themes’. And thus he concludes that the main fault lies in ‘our corroding brain cells’.
The notion of an ‘artistic crisis’, in Roy’s view, resulted in the formation of a Bengali.
popular film formula derived from the Bombay ‘masala’ f;lm. According to him, this
'fonﬁula achieved an acceptable standard in the hands of ‘competent’ filmmakers as in the

films of Prabhat Roy and Biresh Chatterjee, but in lesser hands -“thi's would spell a total

® Kiranmoy Raha. Bengali Cinema, (Calcutta: Nandan, West Bengal Film Centre, 1991).

” Sharrmistha Gooptu in her essay “Changing contexts, new texts” in the book Television in India:
Satellites, Politics and Cultural Changes ed. by Nalin Mehta (Routledge, 2008) talked about these films’
emergence in the 1980s in the Bengali film industry and she uses the term ‘masala’ films.

8 Mriganka Shekhar Roy, “Cinema in Bengal: an Overview” in Seven Decades of Bengali Cinema
(Calcutta: Nandan, 1990). '
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disaster so far as the art of cmema is concerned This notion of ‘artistic crisis’ was a
central focus for press . d1scourse as well 1n this penod Senior Joumahst Ranjan
'Bandyopadhyay who worked w1th both the Engllsh and the Bengalr press and was
- associated with Anandabazar Patrzka for quite a long time reminisces about the golden'
penod’ of Bengah cmema in the days' of his youth ‘when' on the one hand, one after
’_ another Bengah ﬁlms of Uttam-Suchrtra pleased audlences across the classes, and on the
other Satyajlt Ray received both international recogmtlon in- festrval circuits and box
- office success in. Bengal And then Bengah cmema lost. its middle class ethos and.
vsentlments and'- started copying H1nd1 and southern masala ﬁlms This constant
'_ lamentation of the ‘bad quality’ of contemporary Bengah ﬁlms 1nev1tably comes with a
| sense of loss in the popular discurswe regimes concemed W1th Bengall films. The fact.
that the 1ndustry does not have a creatlve mmd’ in film or film makers do not have “film
:sense has always been measured against the glonous past of Bengah films when the

Bengahz ﬁlm.mdustry had talented’ ﬁlmmakers mal_qng meanmgful’ ﬁlms.

While coming to the questlon of the sense of loss’ and the nostalgla dlscourse
_bgenerated around Bengali cinematic practice, it is interesting to note that bhadralok
~ history in this period was also going through a similar ‘crisis’ and sense of loss in every
sphere Ciuite significantly. Partha Chatterjee points out how since post independence West
“ Bengal has slowly beéen marginalized in terms of a political role in Indian reality.'® Firstly
| Bengal’s claim to -“natural leadership of the entire’ nationality” became virtually
‘untenable. Secondly as Chatterjee observes there was no Bengali capitalist classlwhich
could utilize the “new opportunities ‘opene‘d up by the withdrawal of the British capitalist
class or by state support for private capitalist expansion”. For various other reasons
within ﬁfty years of India’s independence in all areas of the Indian economy, as Partha,
v‘ Chatterjee points out s1nce the 1970s in the “onward march of Indian capitahSm” West
‘Bengal has been margmallzed systematically. And he observes how West Bengal’s

dominant political mood reacted to this- ‘marginalization’ with “pervasive anger,

® Author’s interview with Ranjan Bandyopadhyay, 23™ June, 2010.
19" See Partha Chatterjee, “The Fruits of Macaulay’s Poison Tree” in his The Present History of West
Bengal: Essays in Political Criticism ( New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997).
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‘sometimes sullen, sometimes violent” and always negatively.!! Moreover, besides the
large scale changes in'technology and the proliferation of cultural production on new
commercial premises, the cultural and moral basis of the leadershrp of the progressrve

1ntelllgents1a was threatened. Chatterj ee argues:

" The moral legitimacy of vmually every aspect of the cultural edifice-built by Bengali
mtell1gents1a over the last hundred years is now under constant assault, on the one hand
by the new cosmopolitanism of the ‘English medium’ to which the class itself has almost
wholly succumbed, once again a helpless submission to the’ economic laws of the job
market, and on the other by the vulgarity of mass produced commercial entertainment.
The only answer to this has been state patronage of culture on a scale so woefully
1nadequate as to be almost irrelevant to the overall 51tuatron

“Thus in thrs penod the overall bhadralok h1story became a larger crisis narratlve

with the class seen as suffering from numerous problems and especially a growing sense
~of loss, and the various fields of social and cultural productlon manifested these changes
in their own artistic domams. Bengali literature, for instance witnessed in this period the
emergence of a new group of Wnters and literary' canons which focused on moral
| degradation and relat1onsh1p anxiety in contemporary bhadra mlddle class llfe and
‘Bengali society. Suchitra Bhattacharya’s popular novels that were exemplary texts of this
period like Kancher pewal, Kachher Manush or Bhangankaal carries the narrative of
bhadralok anxrety It’s 1nterest1ng to note that a figure like Suchitra Bhattacharya from
Bengah popular l1terary pract1ce became an 1mportant name m the post 1990s Bengali

‘parallel’ film practice. Not ‘only have many of her_popular novels like Dahan or
Hemanter Pakhi been’ aclapted cinematically, but the kind of narrati\?e her readers
associated with her became a close reference for the post 1990s Bengali ‘parallel’
cinema’s middle class narratives based on the crisis of ‘ﬁlial bonds and troubled couple
spaces situated in urban localities. ‘However, the broader sociological scenario of this
time period is not my concern here in this chapter and neither is the changing phase of
Bengali literature within the scope’of this paper. So in my approach 1 will just try to read
these ‘other changes ,symptomatically with-'in Bengali cinematic practice that is my focus
area. I do not propose here a parallel sociological analysis of the sense of loss in

bhadralok culture in the broader sense of that period, or the emergence of a new kind of

" Ibid, p. 25.
"2 bid, p. 26.
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middle class popular literary practice, but will use them as reference points for the body
of films under my consideration and will try to theorize how these changes'in West
Bengal’s social life have been mamfested in ﬁhn texts in terms of their narrative and
apparatus loglc The broader. narratlve of bhadralok nostalgla and memory d1scourses-
definitely mﬂuenced the poetics of these ﬁlms which also developed their . own
memonahzlng patterns. My approach here of cr1t1cally analyzmg the politics of past-ness
and the ritual of memonahzmg in the parallel films under cons1derat10n will attempt togo -
deep into the different registers of past-ness that are evoked and w1ll try to understand

them in their multiple strands complex pattems and diverse ahgnments

The Narraﬁ_t'e of Past—ness: -’

| In this section I would like to explore how the films engaged in their narratives with
different pattems of past ness. ‘The post 1990s Bengah parallel’ film text focuses
mterestmgly again and again on narrat1ves concemed with the past and memory. A film
like Dekha (Vision/ 2001) by Goutam ,Ghovse ‘has asits central protagomst an aged |
Bengali ‘poet Shashihhusa_han (playe.d by Soumitra Chat_topadhyay) and his troubled
‘vision’ in the contemporary. In the section that deals with the ‘present’ of the aged poet,
Shashibhushan is seen in his surroundings: his old house, the people he knows, the places
he belongs to,\bu‘t his “vision’ is absent since he has became an almost a blind person who
can not see anything. Whereas in the sections .dealing with the ‘past’, the film is shot
from the perspective of Shashibhushan-in his childhood, youth and middle age, and each
of the shots is taken from his point of view underlining his perspective and the way he
sees so that Shashibhushan is rendered ‘invisible’ since what is realized on the screen is
his point of view both literally and metaphorically. In this way the film from the ‘present
time’ goes back to the ‘past’ from time to time, and  Shashibhushan’s vision of the past
and the way he is ‘viewed’ in the present are mergediin'the film. Some other films of the
parallel’ c1rcu1t like Buddhadeb Dasgupta s Laal Darja (The Red Door, 1997) or Aparna -
Sen’s Yugant (What the Sea Said 1996) or Paromztar Ekdin (House of Memories, 2000)

similarly deal with the intermingling of the past and the present.
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Narrative of past-ness and moments of memorializing: Vidya Balan as Anandi in Bhalo Theko

In the narrative of past-ness of these films, childhood, memory and lost innocence are
themes that are repeated again and again. In films like Bhalo Theko (Forever Yours/
Gautam Halder, 2003) or Asukh (Malaise/ Rituparno Ghosh, 1999) childhood memories
haunt the present of the film. Bhalo Theko is based on a day in the protagonist Anandi’s
life (played by Vidya Balan), and from time to time the film goes back to past incidents
of her life. Her childhood memory of going to a village mela where she was lost and later
found by her elder brother is referred to more than once in this film. A close parallel is
drawn to Anandi’s ‘present’ life where in the present, her politically active brother has
been missing for some years and Anandi has not been able to find him. In Asukh, the
logic of past-ness appears in a different pattern of memorializing. Asukh narrates the
troubled relationship between Rohini (Debashree Roy) who is a film star and her father
Sudhamoy (Soumitra Chatterjee). The narrative is centered on the sudden illness of
Rohini's mother (Gouri Ghosh) who has to be hospitalized and the manner in which the
relationship between the father and the daughter changes during this period. Physical
illness allegorically indicates the ‘illness’ that Rohini and Sudhamoy are suffering from
because of the emotional distance they have developed. In this narrative of past-ness the
childhood of Rohini is visually not shown but thematically referred to through a

recitation of Tagore’s poem “Chhotto Amar Meye” (My Little Daughter) from his Hariye
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Jawa anthology. The poem refers to a mother’s anxiety and reminiscence of her daughter

who is distant and lost from her surroundings.

i Vkeep on looking lmnndT
by be it's for owoy S5” coeens o moke you Ses

Scenes from Asukh:Recitations from Tagore, past-ness, and the interiority of mother daughter bonding

The reference to Sanchayita (Tagore’s collection of poems) and its diaegetic and
non diegetic recitations locate past-ness in a different register from the present time of the
narrative. Recitations of Tagore’s poems and the past-ness associated with them
constructs the interiority of the mother-daughter bonding in Asukh. The use of this device
immediately connects the ‘lost intimacy’ between the parents and their child; what it used
to be in Rohini’s childhood when her mother used to read from Sanchayita to make
Rohini sleep. In a particular sequence Ghosh merges the memory of the mother’s
childhood, Rohini’s childhood and past-ness of the two quite significantly. The sequence
starts with the mother reminiscing about her childhood when her father took them all to
Matheran for a month’s holiday and she laments that the three of them (Rohini, her father
and she herself) perhaps would never be able to go together anywhere anymore. Just after
that Rohini soothes her mother quoting a poem and referring to both her and her mother’s
lost past; the literal translation reads:

Sometimes I see you with your father’s letter in your hand.
You lean on the window and you seem to be thinking quietly.

Looking at your face I feel as if you are from a distant land.

As if you are my long lost, distant mother'?.
In a way, the mother and daughter share their memory of lost childhood and innocence
that has a reference to their ‘distant’ fathers. Their personal memories continue in the

recitation of the same poem in the following scenes but with a background voice that

3 Asukh DVD, Translation mine.
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belongs neither to the mother nor to the daughter anymore. This third non. dregetrc voice
K (Aparna Sen’s recrtatlon) elaborates both their memory stories and acts as a third register

‘of past-ness here. 14

In these narrat_iyes of past-ness and of childhood memories the ‘pr_esent’/ “‘_absent,
father/ mother figure plays a si'_g"niﬁcant. role'._ As both in Laql »Darjavl ’ or.'_D_ekhvathe .absent
mother of Nabin or Shashrbhushan | rema:ins central -fo the _deveiopment of the
protagonist’s remembrance ' .andd'- the Wa-y' memory map':s:':out their‘traumatic' present'

throughout the film. In Laal Daiya the mother ﬁgure s presence is felt in references to a'

letter written by her to her son Nabm and a magrcal sequence In Dekha she 1s more
promment shown as singing in the protagomst s memory And in one sequence “she
lyrrcally merges with three other women in the-protagomst s hfe Reba Sarama and Rima
while he j journeys through dream, memory and fantasy Unzshe Aprzl (Nmeteenth April, |
thuparno Ghosh, 1996) also evokes the past through its protagomsts Sarojini and
Mithu’s memories and goes back again and agam to Mrthu ] chlldhood and her traumatic |
experience of her father’s death. The ﬁlm narrat_es aday in Mlthu s (Debashree Roy) life.
It’s 19 April, the day of her father’s death anniversary and co incidentally her famous .
danseuse mother Sarojini (Aparna Sen) re_ceiyes a prestigious.awa_rd on that‘same day for
her contribution to Indian classical dance.v The ﬁlmbhighlights the contradictory moods of
the mother and the daughter on that day as one becomevs busy with media attention, hype,
celebration and a short trip to her guruji to offer a pranam on’ thrs auspicious occasron

| while the other gets mcreasmgly disturbed at these celebratlons sorry about her father’s
absence, first worried and then broken by her boyfriend’s dec1s1_on to not marry her,.
finally -deciding to. commit suicide. Acc‘identalvly Sarojini’s flight gets cancelled, she
returns home and Mithu’s plan is revealed to'her. T_he rest of the film is about the
development of a mother-daughter bonding once they start shaﬁng each other’s trauma
and memory. Subhadra Chowdhury s Prahar (20()4) too isa return to the absent father in
its narrative of past-ness. Buddhadeb Dasgupta s Kaalpurush (Memorles in the Mrst/
2008) also makes its protagonist return to his lostfather in its ending. Throughout the

'* The title track of Asukh referred this voice as “Rohini’s inner voice”
15 Buddhadeb Dasgupta’s Laal Darja (The Red Door; 1997) is about Nabm s troub]ed life who is a dentist
by profession and disturbed for many reasons.
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film, the father follows the son and he appears in his son’s dreams and memories, and at -

the climax we see them together chatting vwith each other beside the sea.

Past-ness and the use of the father and mother ﬁgures work in. Shanjhbatzr |
Roopkathara (Strokes and Silhouettes, 2002) in-a dlfferent way that needs a dlscuss1on |
| Anjan Das’ Shanjhbatir Roopkathara and the novel it is based on by Joy Goswam1 can be
seen as a reversible journey both from and towards v,memOry.’ The novel significantly
starts and ends with the same: lines Where the protagohist Shanjdhbati introduces herself :
f“and her surroundmgs In' this"way, it estabhshes the cychc return of memory to the -
- contemporary and its overwhelrmng presence in the contemporary.. Anjan Das’ film also
to some extent follows the same path, but film bemg a dlfferent medlum the themes are -
estabhshed differently. In Shanjhbatir Roopkathara the father of Shanjhbatl remains the
* center of Shanjhbati’s Journey from and towards selfhood a_nd memory. In Shan]hbatzr
Roopkathara memory becomes something from whlch dream originates and the dream
finally moves towards the memory. The film starts with a visual of a swinging cradle and
Shanjhbati’s (Indrani Haldar) voiceover in a rnemorializing tone. I would like to quote

part of it:

" My name is Saanjhbati endearingly Tukun. Ma gave me that namie as I was born at
twilight time... Pa used to see a light around me. It was not like a candle ora bulb.
But wasa drfferent kind of glow... rarely seen elsewhere.

- Ma never saw that glow. Ma was like a water vessel. Light passed through Ma like
water . But if you ever look through water, deep down under... you will see a
greenish tinge below the surface . dissolving into darkness. '

Light never goes through Pa. heis hke a massive tree. Light falls on the leaves but it -
can never go through the trunk.'¢-

Memorializing almost leads to dreaming. And the voiceover and the form of soliloquy
throughout the film blurs the line between dreaming and memoriaiizing. Towards the end -
of this film, Shanjhbati after a long gap eomes back to her father. Her father says “So you
have come out from under water.... under fathomless water... Wipe your face! Let me
see your face. Is it full of algae or sand?”!” The reference to water reminds her of her

dead mother. After this sequence when her father starts drawing Shanjhbati, it becomes a

' Shanjhbatir Rupkathara, DVD.
"7 Ibid.
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portrait of Shanjhbati’s mother. In a way Shanjhbati becomes the memory of her mother.
- And it was Shanhbati’s dream to make her father draw a portrait of her mother. Finslly in
the end when. Shanjhbati achieves her dream she is' éble to' write something;‘ she sfans
with “My name is ShanJhbatl endeanngly Tukun. Ma gave me that name as I was bom at
twilight time... Pa us_ed to see a light _around me....” Before this sequence the i image of
the swinging cradle comes back. And rrremory returns to her w1th the dream fairy.'® Thus -
in Shanjhbatir Roopkathara memorlahzmg isa rever51ble _]ourney both from and towards N
the dream, and the figure of ShanJhbatl s father is central to it.

- However, the central figure of reminiscence is not necessarily father/ mother in these
ﬁl‘mvs and it’s not always the memory of childheod that is lost and cried for. For example,
in Urmi'Chak"raborty’s Hemanter Pakhi (The Autumn Bird}200_5) the figure who is being
| remembered is not that of the protagonist, Aditi’s father or mother, but a Ifriend of Aditi’s
(played -hy»f?fanushree Shankar) 'un'ele, Hemen mama (Soumitra Chatterjee). After a long
time he has. eome to visit her and has got her involved in writing and encouraged her to
publish. ‘Through his inspiration, Aditi goes back to her eollege life when she was
enthusiastic about the ¢ollege magazine and finally starts writing again after a lorrg' time.
Though she was not able to sustain her newly discovered passion for writing for long and
lost contact with Hemen mama, through her memory of her first published story of a little
girl who used to stand before a dense feg that Hemen mama reminds her of, she starts
‘living’ her life. In Apama Sen’s Paromitar Ekdin, Paromita (Rituparna Sengupta) .
reminisces about her ex mother-in-law Sanaka (Aparna Sen) durirxg- the latter’s shraddha
ritual. In the title track, the recitation of Gita shlokas and the mapping of the empty‘
spaces of an old north Calcutta household ends with Sanaka’s photograph decorated with
flowers and sandal wood paste for the shraddha ritual, and as the film starts with a close
up of Paromita, it goes back to Paromita’s experience of her first day in this house when
~she was just married. The film then tells the tale of the growing intimacy between
Paromita and Sanaka and symbolizes Sanaka’s dual presence/ absence in Paromita’s
imagination through the spaces of this house. This entire old house as the Erlglish. title

(House of Memories) suggests turns to a household of memories for Paromita as she

'® In the film Bengali word ‘Roopkatha’ (literally fairytale) was translated in the subtitle as ‘dreamfairy’.
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steps into the house after her closest friend Sanaka’s death. The memory of Sanaka and
those intimate _moménté they shared imbues this narrative of past-néss with a noétailgic
tone for a lost relationship. Aparna Sen’s earlier film Yugantv(W'hat the Sea Said, 1994) is
also ab‘outA a ‘lost’ relationshiﬁ between an agéd couple Anasua and Deepak (played by
Roopa Ganguly and Anjan Dutta) and their longing for that bééutiful past life they once
had. In_the past when things were simpler between them, both were coﬁimitted to vwhat
‘they were péssionafe about: Anasua’s dance and Deepak’s adv_ertising job. Their meeting,
after a'long "separation of eighteen months, at a small .ﬁshing village _whefé they had once
spent time together ends ina local myth of the vil_l’avgé commu‘n”ﬂ}T when Deep_ék sees the
mythjcal ‘buri kachhua’ (old tortoise) and vanishes into the sea. The film ends with

Anasua’s search for Deepak in vein and her cry merged with the sound of the sea.

_ This thematic of fost relationships between couples that create the éffect of past-
ness is a common theme that is repeated in film éfter film. Rituparno Ghosh’s Dosar (The
Companion, 2006) for instance laments. a lost intimacy' in a double register. Firstly, it is
the lost intimacy between Kausik and Kaberi (Prasenjit Chattopadhyay and Konkona Sen
Sharrha) after Kaushik’s colleague Mita Roy’s (Chandreyi Ghosh) accidental death with
whom Kausik was having an affair. And at the same time, Mita’s physicai absence and
her reference in conversations and her sms to Kausik writes the lost romance in Kausik’s‘
suffering. The film finally tries to resolve this dual ‘loSs’ in a mystic afternoon when
Kaberi recites the same poem that was used to vsignify Kausik and Mita’s romantic
involvement and intimate moments. Abhijit Dasgupta’s Dwitiyo Basanto (Beyond
Tomorrow, 2005) similarly laments the past-ness of intimacy in Jhumur’s (Rituparna
Sengupta) isolation in a secluded place after her husbands’s death. The whole ﬁlm.is
ab‘out her reminiscence of her husband (Sabyasaéhi Chakraborty) and one of her closest
friends and colleague Sudipto (Shilajit). Even when Sudipto comes to visit Jhumur
nothing ‘happens’ actually in present, but it is their friendship, shared love for Bengali
poetry, and artistic inclination that they remember. Thumur’s gloomy household spaces,
almost darkly lit living room desigh, banal conversation in. the present is sharply
contrasted to her colorful and bright past life. The past is what Jhumur cries for and also
Sudipta feels, but both of them knows it’s-impossible to reestablish that 1ively bond they
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used to share; they can only memorialize those moments in their preSent lives and
‘i nothing more than that. A ﬁlm like Rangeen Godhulz/ Colorful Twilight (Debanik Kundu
2007) is s1m11arly about the remmlscence of a love affair between Labanya (Bratati
| Bandyopadhyay ) and Kumaresh (Bodhisatta Majumdar) when they were young. This
- couple accidentally meets after a long gap of about' mOre than three bdecabdes during a
vhohday outlng in north Bengal After gomg back to Kolkata they continue their meetmg, :
but finally reahze it’s 1mposs1ble to regam that past, pass1on with their present famlly
l_1ves and respon51b1ht1es. Kumaresh leaves the c1ty»tak1_ng his Labu (the name he used to
call Labanya hy) with him and Labénya Prabha ‘continues IiVingn her life in othér Toles asi
‘a wife, 'rnother, mother ‘in law, and grendmother vifith 'rnemofi_es of Kumaresh and their -

lost intimacy.

Before I end this section 1 will elaborate on an example from Bari'wali ( The Lady
" of the House/ 1999) to demonstrate how+in the narrative of past-ness, the lost glory of
-Bengah cinema and ‘the present crisis. of the Bengah film industry are interwoven.
Ritupamo Ghosh’s Bariwali narrates the story of Banalata (played by Kiran Kher) and
her interaction with a shooting unit when they rent her ancestral house‘ for a film
shooting. Banalata, though not convinced initially by the idea of “letting hoards of men”
into »her house and ‘ruining’ it, later agrees due to the rental offered to her that she -
realized she could use to settle certain pending official issues. In a sequence within this -
film Banalata while watching a fight sequence in a Hindi film on television expresses her
anxiety -to her: maid Malati (Sudipta Chakraborty) about how much the shooting unit
would ‘.ruin’ her house. When Malati tries to assure her that Bengali films generally_ have
fewer fight sequences than Hindi films, Banalata’s quick reply is, “are Bengali films what
- they used to be?”lg. Interestingly after a few more seqtiences when it is revealed to them
~ that the film the shooting unit is going to shoot is based on Rabindranath Tagore’si
Chokher Bali they are relieved, and Banalata’s servant‘Prasanna says that it’s good'v
because then there would be no fights. The film in its different parts through its
characters’ conversations comments on the Bengali ﬁl.m.industry’s contemporai'y crisis-

it talks about films being made with meaningless _sbn'pts and a particular class’s affinity

¥ Bariwali . DVD.
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for contemporary Bengali cinema, and the ‘better’ .cine_'rr_la going class’é reluctance about
the film 'directof Dipan‘kari (Chiranjeet‘ Chakraborty); and their changing phases of
| intimacy also has a parallel diécdurse runmng throﬁgh the film about the.c‘risi's‘ narrative -'
bf contér’npofdry Bengali cihemé. ;Thé film .within the film (filming of Tagore’s Chokher
'Bali)-‘ ‘c'lear-ly' a,-‘differg:nt-’_ film from the.'run of the mill commercial hits ,allegorically
, highlight‘s its own boéitid_n as beyond "an_d superior fo the mainstream. Film actors Abhijit
and ‘Sud‘e'shna in‘é_sequenc‘e. speak abdut thé: terrible conditiOn of the contemporary film
industry and the poor quality of Bengali popular films. Throughout the film, the division
: befweén “make belief commercial film” and -"‘realvistivc art film” is a‘lrticulatebd. And
through Malati’s (who r'epresents the lower class of the cinema 'going.public)' interest in
goiné for contémpof-ary films, and Banalata’s disinterest (bhadralok reluctance) in going
to thc_cihema hall to ’watclnl a'ﬁhn, this film within its scope ‘talks about” the crisis ridden
Bengaii cinema andmarks its own position as higher than that. The politics of p-ast-'ness'
functions. here throﬁgh thE; 'namingb of the character (Banalata has an obvious connection
with Jibananda Das’ famoyis poem “Banalata Sen”), dialogues (full of literary
réferences), singing of Rabindraéangeet, and most importantly, the quality of the literary

narrativev film that was ‘lost’ from Bengali cinematic practice.

In this section I’ve tried to describe how the narrative of past-ness appears and.
functions in a set of films produced and released as ‘parallel’ films in this period. In the
narrative content, the referring back to the past mostly brings up the idea of a lost past
and a nostalgid tone accorr?panies it. The evocation of the past and thereby the gesture of
memoﬁalizing rarely brings trauma, sorrow, pain or any negative memory of the past
lives these protagonists once hadn. Past-ness is mostly designed and memorialized as
| something pufe, pristine and beaﬁﬁﬁﬂQ Furtherrnore, in most of the cases the sense of
past-ness that is evoked is of personal pasts and not necess_an'iy contextualized within a
‘proper’ historical framework. Thus the immediate past of the 1970s and the 1980s

‘Bengal that also had a considerable amount of political turbulence with violent incidents
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.of the Naxahte perlod rarely appear in the post liberalization past-ness of these films.?®
Whenever past-ness appears with a tragic 1nc1dent orin terms of a reference to historical
tragedy, the larger tragedy is marginahzed and the tragic tone is located in the personal :
_ stories of relatlonships For example the reference to-the 1971 Bangladesh llberation war
ina film like Rangeen Godhuli remains nothlng more than just a context necessary to.
establish the love affair and the separatlon between ‘Labanya and Kumaresh In Bhalo
Theko, to estabhsh Anand1 s brothe_r ] ‘rnvolvement in radlcal : pohtics and his
revolutionary ideals, a Naxalite bfeel' was -clear enough in the script but the ﬁlm never
engages with the p011t1ca1 d1mens1on and takes more interest in his missmg as a personal
loss in Anandi’ s hfe My intention here is not to criticize these films for the ‘ahistorical’
apohtical framework they work w1thm or to show how and why they ‘lack’ this quality,
but rather to reﬂect on why this. framework works in these narratives. My observation is
that this narrative of past-ness is a prlmary refuge for a vpamcular class - the ‘better’
c1nema-g01ng class the bhadralok that felt dlstanced from and marginalized within
mainstream cinema. because of the domlnance of a particular emergent new labor and
bourgeois class. And it is this older bhadralok class that -attempted to articulate their
sense of rootedness and belonging to an imagined ‘glorious’ past they believe they once
had. And these personal memories and bhadralok perspectives rather than Bengal’s
immediate or earlier histOry is what they make their stories about. The loss in bhadralok
cinerna is primarily a question of cultural loss. Thus, the logic of past-ness functions here
‘culturally’. Inthe. next sections Il try to demonstrate how cinematic form participates in
this memorializing, and finally how the bhvadra‘l_ok self central to this imagination reveals

~.

itself in its self portrayal.

- Memorializing a Cinematic Past

This puja in my grandma’s house is more than 150 years old, my mom's grandpa used to
celebrate with brilliant fireworks, grand feasts, ornaments imported from Germany...
(heard that) these utensils were used in Satygjit Ray’s film Dew Ray vzszted this house
one day. My mother was just-a kid then...

2 gnu (by Shatarupa Sanyal, 1996) being an exception to that practice dealt with the traumatic memory of
that period: of the protagonist Anu (played by Indrani Haldar) who is a survivor of the radical politics of the
1970s and a victim of gang rape.
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Now just my grandma stays here, her - four chzldren come with thetr families every year at
this time... the five days festival starts tomorrow, Banshida is late as usual, still chatting
with, Bumba Just like the opening scene in Ray s f Iin ‘Elephant God’..

- DVD subtitle of title track voice over in thupamo Ghosh’s ﬁlm Utsab (The Festival/
2001). :

These hnes from Utsab engage with’ past-ness in dlfferent patterns of memonahzmg
Here the video Vorce that belongs to Joy (Ratul Shankar), a character of th1s film,
1ntroduces ‘his ancestral house during the Durga Puja celebratlons The narrative here and .
also in the entire film i 1s full of drfferent hlstones and references to past events of this
house. The narratlve is not always a memory of ‘his’ (Joy’ s) ch11d hood and his past but
also that of the pasts and the memories that he has acqurred from the older generatron '
The larger’ frame of pa‘st—ne\ss_ here goes beyond the character?’ and speaks of a g_eneral
past. Past-ness ‘is not only e_vo_ked{-'through the memory narrative of Utsab but allso‘ '
through its film form that memorializes the cinematic nast of Bengal with ‘some‘
references and stylizations. And I do not consider Utsab as an exceptlonal case evokes a
certaln cmematlc past in this partlcular manner. On the contrary, I would like to argue
that this memorialization through film form is a general feature of the post 1990s Bengah_
"parallel’ cinema that needs a discussion. Hence in this section, I will try to explore how'
the form of the post liberalization Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema niemorializes earlier Bengaliv
cinematic practice. . Firstly I will try to focus on the re-emergence of ‘Bengali narrative
‘ cinerna’ in the work of these ‘parallel’ ﬁhn makers and how it connects them with the
| earlier cinematic past. Then I will 'dem_onstrate how Ray realism and the thematic and
visual references of .Ray films are evoked by ‘parallel’ filmmakers and especially in
Rituparno Ghosh’s work. And frnally I will try to engage ‘with some other features and |
forms of these films that memorialize and ritualize this remembrance in different__

patterns.

One of the important features of the post-liberalization ‘parallel’ cinema that
generated the ‘feel’ and ‘pleasure’ of earlier Bengali cinema was their use of literary

narratives. Rituparno Ghosh’s Hirer Angti (original novel hy Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay)

! Utsab is a film that is centered not on a protagonist but a family. But the narrative voice many cases
merged with-this character, Joy. The starting and the ending of this film are voiced by his video voice that
he recorded during puja holidays in his ancestral house.
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or Chokher Bali (Rabindranath Tagore), Anjan Das’ Iti Shrikanto (Sharat’ Chandra
Chattopadhyay) or Pinaki 'Chodehury’s' Bdllygung_e Court (Bani_Basu) and a large
- number of other films were inspired by or adaptations of .Ben‘gal‘i li_terarv creations. One
point that came up again and again in puhlic\ sph_ere diSCusslons of the “crisis narrative’ of
the 1980s- 90s was the' distance of contemporary B‘engali cinematic practice from Bengali |
literature. This point was cons1dered one of the posmble reasons beh1nd Bengah cinema’s .i
R _alleged dechne in quality. Klranmoy Raha while dlscussmg th1s cinema’s h1st0ry stresses
on earller Bengall cinema’s closeness to Bengah literature Wthh accordlng to him
resulted in Bengali_ cinema’s ‘d1fference from other regional cinemas of India.?? Firstly,
he observes Bengali cinema’s 1nher1tance of a rlch 11terary tradition” and “literary v‘
attachment” that caused 1n Bengah filmic texts less reliance on mythologlcal stories
compared to films made in H1nd1 Tam1l or Telegu Secondly, according to him this
literary trait made Bengali cinema less dependent on songs and its cinema music evolved
differently from elsewhere Other wntlngs on Bengah cinema also emphasized the
association of Bengali cinematic practice with the literary tradition of Bengal in the silent
era, during the emergence of the talkies and invthe decades of the l950s and 60s. Raha
states that in the very first year of the talkies only one of six ﬁllms made was on
mythology. Nirmalya Acharya in a different essay observes that in those lnitial years of
the- talkies, Bengali cinema showed more lnterest' in “social vsubjects” rather than
mythological narrati'ves and “in this quest, literature ‘expectedly enough, proved to be
c1nema s most acces31ble cornucopra 25 Interestingly, in this time period many renowned
writers from the Bengali literary tradltron emerged as writers of film plots and many of
" them became directors themselves. Premankur Atarthi who was a writer, rnade the first
new theater talkie, Dena Paona in 1931 that was based on Sharat Chandra
Chattopadhyay’s story. On the one hand a large number of films were based on Bengali
stories and novels, and on the other hand many Bengali novelists wrote scripts for
~ Bengali films. In those early years many of Sharatchandra and Rabindranath Tagore’s

novels and stories were made into films. Tagore himself was associated with the direction

22 Kironmoy Raha. Op. cit.
23 Raha, ibid, p. 32.
2% Ibid. ,
% Nirmalya Acharya in “Seven Decades of Bengali Cinema” (Calcutta: Nandan 1990).

80



of New Theater’s productron of Natzr Puja And later well known figures from Bengah _
lrterature like - Bibhuti Bhushan Bandyopadhyay or Tarashankar Bandyopadhya
- Premendra Mitra or Sallajananda Mukherjee became quite prominent in the scenario of

‘Bengali cinema that included films like Saptapadi, Jhinder ‘Baﬁdi,'Palatak or Nimantran

Th1s assocratlon of Bengali llterature and c1nema made a- sectlon of the cinema going
publ1c from the (mrddle) class refer to and understand ﬁlm as ‘b01 Whlch is a Bengah '_
~ word for book. Acharya says that such people 1nferred that cinema was “a mere variant of - |
. hterature” and Raha sees the Bengah cinema Vlewers preference for ‘good’ filmic
narrative content resultlng in. producers h1r1ng wnters for their stones Thls practlce
slowly however became rare in the 1980s and 90s comlng to be replaced by copy paste |
: jObS of southern ﬁlms or West Bengal’s version of Bangladesh1 superhlts T have
: 1ntroduced this brief history of earher Bengall cmema ] llterary connection here just to |
explam how the connection W1th l1terature in the post 1990s Bengah cinema can be seen
as bemg aligned to - the Bengah cmemat1c pract1ce of the 50s and 60s: Ranjan
Bandyopadhyay2 observes that in the 1990s with Apama Sen and R1tupam0 Ghosh :
llterary cinema (that the Bengali mlddle class viewer used to refer to'as ‘b01 ) returned to
Bengali cinematic practice that had been absent for decades both in the malnstream and
the parallel film circuit. What I mean to say here is ‘that it is not only the case of “period”
ﬁlms like Itl Shrzkanta/ Chokher Bali that bring up the idea of the glorious past of .
Bengal or Bengall literature via the ¢ greatness of a Tagore or a Sharatchandra narrative.
But the very idea of Bengali cinema based on Bengah hterature even if it is contemporary
~ popular novels by Bani Basu or Suchitra Bhattacharya essentlally bnngs up the idea of
‘the continuation of earher ‘good’ Bengali films. Anjan Das in his interview memorialized
this earlier tradition of literary. films in Bengal and expressed his disappointment at the
way in Whlch it vanished ”frorn Benga’li cinematic 'practice.27 So be consciously tried to
bring back that pleasure of literary narrative thro_ugh his films. And it’s interesting to
-observe that all of his films (from Shanjhbdtir Roopkatﬁara / 2002 to Bedeni / 2011) are
literary adaptations. .

26 Ranjan Bandyopadhyay, Op. cit.
7 Anjan Das, Op. cit.
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vAlongvfwith the ‘reemergence’ of the practice of basing films on literary creations,
certain directorial '\ivorks and directors became central to the cinematic memorialization- .
: of the post 1990s Bengah parallel’ cmema Especrally Satya_ut Ray and the references to_ v

‘ h1s films can be seen asa. dommant pattem of memorlalrzmg in many of these ﬁlms and
.thrs is partrcularly relevant to R1tuparno Ghosh’s WOrks Ghosh from the begmnmg of h1s -

., ;_'ﬁlm making career followed Ray aesthetrcs in drfferent aspects of his film maklng
_iGhosh’s first ﬁlm Hirer Angtz -(The Diamond ng, 1994) was a hterary adaptat1on of a |
"Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay s novel. Though he made some changes m h1s film, it .
‘conveys the pleasure of literary narratrve Hirer Angtz narrates the story of what happensv "
toa farmly when suddenly a person comes durrng Durga puJa preparation and claims to B
‘ be the ongmal owner of the1r house The narrat1ve deals with past secrets, the hlstory of
that house and a resolut1on ‘What is 1mportant here is how Ghosh makes some changes to
regenerate the nostalgla of bhadralok cinema. Firstly, the time of the narrative that was -
referred to in the ongmal novel as. ‘Baishakhl Purnima’ was transformed into ‘Durga
puja’. Shiftmg the event to- durga puja serves to convey an essence of Bengali culture and
also the feel of _some carlier Bengali films that de_alt 'w1th similar joint family structures
. and puja celebrations. Moreoyer, 1t speciﬁcally reminded its audience of a particular film
“ by Satyajit Ray, Joy Baba Felunath®® (The Elephant God, 1979). The mood of the puja
holiday, the scenes of making the Durga idol and the sequences of preparations for Durga
puja celebrations and the Way they. were designed inevitably reminded its viewer familiar
with Ray’s film of Joy Baba Felunath. 1t has other aspects of evoking the Ray film in -
" terms of the spaces constructed between two young boys of different age groups visually
" evoking the memory of Feluda and his younger cousin and assistance Topshe. And
‘Rituparno also added a perspeCtive of NRI noStalgia about the puja holiday through a
portrayal of the family of the second son'whois settled in the USA. This is absent in the

original novel

_ 8 Joy Baba Felunath is a film by. Satyajit Ray set in Benaras where private detective Prodosh Mitter (who
is famously called Feluda, a literary creation by Ray) goes for the puja holiday with his assrstance Topshe
and Lalmohan Ganguly and solves the mystery of a mlssmg Ganesha idol. '
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Following Hirer Angti, Rituparno Ghosh in many of his films evoked the nostalgia of
Ray films in the way he developed the dialogue, designed the mise-en-scene, and used
the lighting scheme and overall atmosphere. I consider this style of Ghosh’s film making
a form of memorializing that provided its viewers the pleasure of remembering Ray and
his films. And Ghosh also occasionally commented on them by literally referring to the
memory of Ray films as he did at the beginning of Utsab. Within the film Joy’s memory
of Satyajit Ray’s films (Joy Baba Felunath and Devi) evokes the memory of the viewers
also who are familiar with Ray films. And sometimes Ghosh’s films visually refer to the
figures and sequences from Ray films. In a film like Antarmahal (Views of the Inner
Chamber, 2005) the image of Soha Ali Khan immediately reminds the viewer of
Sharmila Tagore images from Devi (Satyajit Ray, 1960 ). Besides the thematic
resemblance (the narrative of feudal decay and the practice of idolizing woman) with
Devi, Antarmahal visually evokes the memory of Devi in the way Soha Ali Khan’s look

is designed and the manner in which camera angles and lighting schemes are used.

Images of Soha Ali Khan in Antarmahal (above) visually referring back to the image of Sharmila
Tagore in Devi (below)
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Ghosh’s Chokher Bali (A Passion Play, 2003) too visually brings up the cinematic
memofy of Ray ﬁlms especially in its visual registers, the memory of Charulata (1964).
‘In an early sequence the manner 1n wh1ch Ghosh uses A1sharya Ra1 with a bmocular can
be seen as a citation to Charulata which it evokes in a strong memory of the film. Even _A
in thupamo Ghosh’s latest ﬁlm Noukadubz (/Boat Wreck, 2011) a whole memory of the
Bengali cinematic past is ev_oked in its use of place, its spat1al designing of Benaras
' ig'hat_s, its interiority, the lib_ter‘arvines‘s of the film narrative, v and the way the i'magesr cf -
' Raima Sen remind the viewer of her'g‘randmcther Suchitra Sen, the leéding lady of the ,»
glonous phase of Bengall c1nema In Abohomaan (The Eternal/ R1tupamo Ghosh, 2010) .
the mise-en-scene of the study of Amket the film maker played by D1pankar Dey within

the film clearly evokes the space of Satyajlt Ray’s study. In this way, Ghosh’s films work L

to generate the ‘feel’ of Ray films in their cmemanc remembrance of his films.

Goutam Ghose howev‘er‘ "w'orked on the memorialization of Ray on a different -
_ scale while ma_lcing the sequel to Ray’s Ardnyer Dinratri (Days and Nights‘ in the Forest,

1969) : Abar Aranye‘(In the Forest.... Agein, 200‘3)..AbarvAranye begins with the visuals -
of 'Aranyer Dinratri and a voice over of Aparna (Sharmila Tagore) describing a Palamou-
- trip of four young men in April, 1969. And then she introduces the 'present situation of -
three of them Asim, Sanjoy élnd Hari. and the absence of Shekhar. It seems that the
characters in this film belong more to a previous film than this one, and are developed
from the memory of a different film. In this way, the film essentially establish'eslitself as
a menlory of an earlier film. The entire film can be seen as a memorialization of Aranyer
Dinrdtri. It not only generates its memory in its characterization, the conversations of the
characters that are full of referenCes to their trip to Palamou, its sequences, but it also
visually quotes from time to time fronl Aranyer Dinratri, The film uses the cross cutting
device to evoke the memory of some sequences from Aranyer Dmratrz and they are
presented in comparison to the present moments of the film. For 1nstance when the
characters are chatting at a tea shop in this film, sudden"l'y scenes from Aranyer Dinratri
appeaf in which four of them are seen wandering through the forest. And in the next shot,
three of them are seen \lvall(ing at present through the forest. This way the film cross-cuts

and alternates between present-ness and past-ness and memorializes the earlier film. It is
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interesting when the sequenee of the Imemory game '_within the film memorializes the
memory game sequenee of Aranyer Dinfatri by using a black and white colour scheme to
f‘evoke the past and also quetes scenes from the memory game 'sequehee of Arc_znye
* Dinratri.. In this game of name dropping, suddenly the name of Satyajit Ray appear_s _aﬁd ,

thus the characters are made to memorialize their creator.

, Along wi_th Aranyer Dinratri, Goutam Ghose’s Abar Aranye evokes the memory |
- of another Ray film, Agantuk (The S?ranger, 1991). The way the film talks about the
binary of nature anﬁ—ciVilization, urbanity EiIl.d. innocence and creates a- ﬁgﬁre like
Mastermoshai» is reminiscent of Manmohan of Agdntukz ? and its discourse of civilization -
and nature. The reference to t"ribal p_eopIe and the tribal eelony aléo. associateé the--ﬁhn
with Agantuk and it’s thematic of idegli?ed nature and the people who live in _the lap of
nature. In this way these film te)éfs memorialize the earlier cinematic practice of Bengal.
It is also ’in;portant to note that Ri’tupamov thosh"m'ade a film like Dosar shot in black and
Whitev. And Dosar also essentially evokes the past.-ness of Black and white film aesthefics

in its form.

Alnother important aspect of the form that aids this act of memorializing is the use -
of aesthetic devices l.i,ke the flashback and the.epistolary form. Flash_béck as a cinematic
device is used extensively in the films of the contemporary ‘pérallel’ cinema to evoke the
idea of the character’s past or convey a general sense of past-ness. And thes_e films
engage with this device in various patterns. Sometimes the past is evoked ohly_ through
voices and without any visuals. For instance in Asookh, past-ness is evoked but-the past
is never seen and is realized orily through the recitation of Tagore’s poetry. In Antaheen/
The Endless Wait (Aniruddha Roychowdhury, 2009) in ‘avpart"icular sequence, a character
remembers a wrong number phone call in which the caller used'to talk to her for hours "
once in her life. When she remembers this, only the voice of the stranger is used with the
visuals of the present. In Dosar the past affair and its memory is evoked neither by

visuals nor through a voice, but by a poem. The epistolary form is another significant

? Agantuk is the last film by Satyajit Ray that dealt with the events followed by a long lost Uncle
Manomohan Mitra’s sudden visit in his niece’s house and the film questioned what civilization is.
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_ feature of post 1990s Bengali ‘parallel’ films. Firstly the tone of soliloquy often expresses
ai certain kind of past-ness of events‘ in one’s life in ﬁlms like Dahan/l'h’e Burning
(Rituparno Ghosh 1998) Barz’wali Chbkher Bali or Shanjhb‘atif Roopkathara Secondly,
letter wntmg as a mode of commumcatlon evokes past-ness in a different dimension. It
brmgs back an ‘obsolete’ part of reahty Apama Sen’s. The Japanese Wife (201 1) which
narrates the story of Snehamoy and M1yag1 and the relatronshlp they develop as pen-
fnends through letters is a good example of this. The film starts with a letter and
throughout the film uses th1s mode of letter writing to convey the past-ness of a certain

- communlcatlon pract1ce

~ Before I end this section I Would-llike‘ to make an obseryation While- the . ‘parallel’
films and the discourse around them referred back to the cmematlc past of Bengal it is
1mportant to observe that they almost never did remakes 0 of earller Bengall ﬁlm h1ts
: but only remembered the aesthetlcs of those films or worked through sequels I Wonder if
the ‘parallel’ cinema circuit valued the ‘purity’ of the past of Bengah cinema so much _
that they could never do a. remake of any particular film from the past, but could only
evoke the memories of them. Or perhaps since the ‘past’ is taken as the present’ no
pressing reason was felt to go in for a remake because when remakes are done, in most

cases the distance from the ‘original’ is acknowledged or the time gap 1is recognized.

Past—ness and the Self Image of a Class

.. Till before Ekdin Pratidin 1 was ﬁghtmg the enemy outsrde through my films. I
was pointing a finger at the enemy around us. But from Ekdin Pratidin 1 began a
journey of soul searchmg The process of fi ghtzng within- began from there.”

-Mrinal Sen.? _
The post liberalization period in India is marked by new economic. policies, newer
job sectors, and the growth of consumer culture all of which merged and resulted in the
idea of a ‘new’ middle class. At a structural level Leela Fernandes defines this class_ asa

“social groupet-hat operates as a proponent of economic liberalization”.*? In her words:

30 Apart from instances like very recent Saron Dutta film Thana Theke Aschhi, which is a remake of a
Bengali film in 1950s.

3! As quoted in Mrinal Sen! The Survivor .by Shoma A. Chatterjee ( Kolkata: Rupa & Co. ,2003) p. 45.
Italics mine.

32 See Leela Fernandes, India Today, 17.08. 2007.

86



This middle class is not new in terms of its structural or social basis. In other words

" its ‘newness’ does not refer to upwardly mobile segments of the populatron entering
the middle class. Rather its newness refers to a process of production of a
distinctively social and political identity that represents and lays claim to the benefits
of liberalization. At a structural level this group largely encompasses - English

~_speaking urban; white collar segments of the middle class who are benefiting from -
new employment opportunity (particularly in private sector employment). However

~ the heart of construction of this social group rests. on the assumption that other.
: segments of the middle class and the upwardly mobile working class can potentially
]om in. : : ;

If measured in terms of access to-consumer goods, incomes and infrastructure the Indian

‘middle class has grown in a large numbers in the penod between 1995 and 2005 Henrrke"

Donner believes that the deﬁn1t1on of the new m1ddle class is based on the 1deal of
m1ddle class professronals as Wh1te collar workers in pnvate compames possessmg

educatron skllls and expertise. >*

Along with the "erner_g'ence’ of this ‘new’ middle class and its socio—politicalb
censtruction in the Indian economy, the creation of the media image of this new. class is_‘
equally important. According to Donner, Rangaswamy, Wei and Steevson, the rnedia
image of the newness’ of thls class rests on 1ts embrace of the soc1al pract1ces “of taste "
and commod1ty consumption Whlch market a new cultural standard and is associated w1th
liberalization and the opening of the Indian market to the global economy.’ _ThlS new
middle class of IT professionals and others working in multinationals is a symbolic,
dynamic construct in Wh'ich-'consumption markers play an important role..In Bengal this
idea of being and becoming a ‘new’ middle class affected the bhadralok belief ‘system
regarding this ‘new’ class’ taste, their cultural need and social position. In Bengal the rise

of this “cosmopolitanism of the ‘English medium’” that was‘ required for the “economic
laws of the job market” came as an attack on bhadralok culture and its belief system_s on
a large scale. As I’ve discussed earlier in the previous chapter, bbhadralok.’culture

(especially film culture) had already been rnarginalized with the emergence of a newly

33 1bid. .
3% See for detailed account Henrike Donner Domestzc Goddesses, Matermty Globalization and Middle
Class Identity in Contemporary India. Ashgate Publishing Ltd/ Routledge, 2008/2001. p.54.

3% See Jonathon Donner, Nimmi Rangaswamy, Molly Wright Ste¢vson, Carolyn Wei. “Express Yourself -
and ‘Stay Together’: The Middle Class Indian Family”. Link:
http://www.activesocialplastic.com/india/express- yourself—staytogether pdf. Access date 10" November
2010. :
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privileged class and their culture in Kolkata and other suburban localmes of West Bengal
But still in the former case the cultural attack’ on the class came from outside the bhadra
public sphere and its well defined domain of ‘bhadrata’ (/gentlhty) And the economy of
the post 19905 ‘parallel’ circuit tried to form a separate cinema of its own for the
targeted niche in the processes of productlon—dlstrlbutlon pollcles and the exhlbltlon—
_ circulation loglc But the later ‘attack’ of the emergent new consuming class came from
within the Bengali middleclass sphere and the crisis and the anxiety lay in the bhadralok
-domain. In this section I would like to focus on Bengali ‘parallel’ cinema in this peﬁ_o'd"
‘and the self image of the bhadralok in these films to relate it foall these.chaﬁges_
symptomatically And primarily in this section I'll read how certain kinds of past-ness'
was constitutive of the constructron of the self in these film texts, and the pohtlcs of this

constructlon

» Very biiefly 1 would like to discuss some points related to- the cinematic
formation of thi$ ‘self image’ in its different registers. At the outset, I would like to point-
out how the politics of bpast-ness works on self-image formation and the extent to which it
constructs the bhadra protagomsts The politics of past-ness works here in different
reglsters Firstly, Ill brleﬂy discuss how the ﬁlm texts form an 1deahzed Vulnerable’
feminine and create ‘artistic’ protagonists who reside in personal pasts and lament the
_present. And secondly, I’H try to investigate how as part of the self-image construction
this film culture tries to present a ‘criticism fromr within’ of the new consuming middle:
clas‘s.‘ public and lifestyle and how far it goes. Coming to the question of the vulnerable |
\self, Rituparno Ghosh’s earlier films are important to focus on. Ghosh himself agrees that
“to the Indian audience, a woman would be more acceptable as vulnerable than man” but
he believes that this vulnerability does not necessarily mean weakness; it could mean
senbsitivity.36 This is a question that perhaps goes beyond the Vulnereble faces of his
heroines - Mithu, Sarojini (Unishe April), or Romita, Jhinuk (Dahan ) or Rohini (4sukh)
or Banalata (Bariwali); Ghosh’s films perhaps can be seen as addressing the larger issue

of Bengali bhadralok vulnerability and its daily'remembrance, personally and culturally,

36 Rtuparno Ghosh quoted in Somdutta Mandal. “Rituparno Ghosh: The ‘Woman’s Director’ of Bangla
Cinema in Films and Feminism: Essays on Idian Cinema (Jaipur and New Delhi: Rawat Publications,
2002) p. 24.
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of past life. The personal- loss and nostalgia narratives go beyond an individual ‘cn'sis;
and aﬁerhpt to convey the larger narrative of bhadralok crisis and its nostalgic mood in
this period. In other films of the parallel cinema I am discussing, feminine vulnerability is
not necessarily always centered on female p'rotagonisfs.. There afé films in which the male
centered narrative presents the inner crisis of male protagonists. But in those films like
Shdnjhbatir Roopkathara or Jara Bristite Vijechhilb the protagonists are feminized for

their age or their masculinities are threatened in those films.

- Through these threatened, vulnerable feminized figures these films present the
marginalized self image of the bhadralok cultural entity and bring up the question of
‘culture’, to be more specific a kind of ‘homogeneous Bengél‘i culture’ these protagonists -
fight for. And it’s not an accident that we see ‘artistic’ protagonists in film after film that

‘are either artists by profession, or truly devoted to art practice. The politics of using
‘artistic’ protagonists and their -struggle allows for a narrative drive to ‘reclaim’ a certain
bhadralok identity and taste discourse lost to the wvulgar mainstream and its

‘aposanskriti’. ¥’

_ Going back to the binary of ‘sanskriti’ (‘culture’) and ‘apo sanskriti’ (bad culture)
that appeared in the middle class bhadra public sphere in the mid to late 1980s and in the
1990s brings up the class question. This is a period in Bengal when a certaih kind of
‘crisis’, ‘decay’ and degradation of (Bengali) culture became a poiht of high concern in
different sectors of pﬁblic sphere discussion. The division of what used to be ‘healthy’

-(sustha) Bengali éulmre in earlier days and what it had become was discussed widely.*® v

\ Especially, on the one hand, the phenomenal popularity of films like Motiur Rahman

Panu’s Beder Meye Jbsnc; (Josna, the Daughter of the Snake Charmer, 1991) or Swapan

Saha’s Baba Keno Chakor (Why is the Father a Servant? 1998) amongst a particular

‘class’, and on the other hand, the new generation’s alleged distance from Bengali

37 These two terms ‘sanskriti’ and ‘apo sanskriti’ meaning ‘culture’ and ‘bad culture’ widely came in public
sphere discourse during this period indicates the bhadralok anxiety of losing its self to ‘vulgar’ and
“foreign’ cultural dominance.

38 Narayan Chowdhury for instance edited a book called Sanskriti O Apasanskriti/Culture and Bad Culture
(1985) and wrote a book called Sanskriti, Shilpa O Sahitya / Culture, Arts and Literature (1985). And
newspapers like Anandabazar Patrika or Dainik Basumati largely engaged with this topic- and mobilized
the discourse of “Aposanskriti” in features, articles, reader’s letters and editorials.
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literature and culture and the emergence of a new group of film makers who deliberately
: demed any kind of bhadralok address in their filmic texts made a part of the bhadralok

'pubhc sphere deeply anx1ous' At the same time, the role of national televrslonvd
: _‘programmes and their i 1ncreasmg focus on Vulgar song and dance were cr1t1c1zed in both

press and film society Journals

It s not comc1dental that many of these ﬁlms focus on an artrst’ protagonist wrth
the artist conceived in a romantic manner In a film like Hemanter Pakhz (/ Autumn B1rd
Urrm Chakraborty, 2003) the protagonist Aditi’s sensitive self is: located in her deep
rooted interest in Bengali literature and her own -Writing ;talent The. challenge and’
opposition to her sensmve self that she faces within her famlly from her husband and two

sons is also a challenge to her emerging literary career and her wntmg practice in little
magazines. In passage after passage in Suchitra Bhattacharya s novel on which the film is
based, this binary of the sensit_ive; artistic ‘self’ of Aditi, and the insensitive, rude ‘other’
in Aditi’s husband is descrlhed. Later on this:conflict goes on between Aditi and her sons
both in the novel and the ﬁlm Here I would like to quote a dialogue sequence from this

film where these conﬂicting positions lead to a crisis in the relationships.

- Aditi: Papai, does your father know that you are sitting for the GRE?
Papa1 Yeah |
Aditi: You have told father but hide it from me.
Papai: Will have to tell father, after all he will pay the fees. And now you are busy with
Hemen grandpa, reciting stories, ‘and the llttle magazine 4barta
Aditi: Papai, you should not talk like that.
Aditi: Would you return to (your) birthplace Papai?
Papai: Why all this talk now, let me get the chance first.
Aditi: Suppose you get it. What would you do?

% To have an idea, one can look at Chitravash issue on July, 1993 that criticized the vulgarity of
Doordarshan programmes and the role of the Indian government. One can also look at the editorial of the
January/ 1989 issue of Chitravash by the editor, Nandan Mitra . And in the October, 1985 Nandan
organized a discussion that criticized the approach of Doordarshan and the dominance of vulgar song and
dance programmes in it (source: Dainik Basumati/ 11™ October, 1985).
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Papai: Mom this is a hypothetical question. What do you think? Should one return here? You
tell me what is the use of coming back. Suppose I get a chance for research in a good place.
Tatai: What Rubbish! Tell the truth; frankly say that you will earn much more money over
there. You would earn a lot and would live lavishly. For me my country is better; anyhow I
will earn more money here.

Aditi: Your only aim in life is earning money... fantastic! I think I’1l write something about
this subject. Our children are becoming selfish and leave everything aside. What sort of

learning!*

Then Aditi’s husband interrupts supporting their sons ‘bright career ambitions’ and says
that his sons will fulfill the dreams that he could not achieve. Aditi reacts saying that then
‘our nationality’, ‘our tradition’, and ‘culture’ will no longer have any bearing on ‘our
children. One can observe how in this pér:ticular film bhadralok anxiety and the sense of
crisis is narrated in terms of generational and gender conflict and the clashes of ideology.
The bhadralok anxiety here does not come from the so called ‘lower class’ outside the

sphere of bhadrata but from the next generation, within the family.

Cur chbldren are Bécomipg saiflsh leaving
svendiang aside

Scenes from Hemanter Pakhi: Aditi discussing literature with Hemen mama (in the left) and Aditi is
anxious for present generation (right)

Another film Ballygunge Court (Pinaki Chowdhury, 2007) stresses and expands
on this theme; it is located in a residential locality in Kolkata where in a particular
apartment only aged parents live since the next generation has moved to the USA for a
better life. The father had attempted to stop his ambitious son when he had wanted to

move. After the son moved, his mother passes away and the father to ‘take revenge’ does

* Hemanter Pakhi. DVD.
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not inform his son’ about his mother’s. death When the son comes back he realizes his
rmstake and ﬁnally starts living wrth hrs father in their Kolkata residence. These k1nds .‘
of narratives of generatlonal conﬂlct and the 1solat10n of the older generatlon be it in
" physical terms in a film like Ballygunge Court or mentally as in Hemanter Pakhi reveals
 the anx1ety within the bhadralok and its ‘inner. crlsls This crisis is caused by a threat
: lthat comes from within bhadralok home famrly and the inner’ world of middle class
dreams The threat of growing consumer culture in a post liberahzed country and the
~ anxiety of ‘losrng one S self and one’s bhadralok 1dent1ty result in anx1ety stones of
- 'relatlonships Whereas n ﬁlms llke Hemanter Pakhz or Ballygunge the crisis narrative is
clear enough i in its origin and nature in thupamo Ghosh’s Asukh Unzshe April or Utsab
or Anjan Das’s Shan]hbatzr Roopkathara it is more subtle and high on memory stories.

and desrre fora nostalglc return.

‘ These films in the narratives of generatronal conﬂict try to estabhsh the bhadralok
‘self rooted to her/, h1s 1deal’ past and artrstlc 1nterest and present the ‘inner’ threat
facmg the bhadralok cultural sphere and society. In empha51zmg the’ Vulnerable artistic,
sensrti_ve self and the traumatlzed previous gene_ratlon they try to present a critique of the
growing consumer culture liberalized economy and the threat it poses to bhadralok
middle class life. However, I find the ¢ critique’ incomplete and transcendental in denying
a further exploratlon of the crisis of middle class life, falling short in their constructions
of the ideal ‘self that takes refuge in past-ness and dreams and remains unharmed by
ambitious, careerist, and aggresswe new middle class lives. In Buddhadeb Dasgupt’s
Kaalpurush the central protagonist (played by Rahul Bose) 1s pos1ted against his
ambitious and insensitive wife. The wife goes to America to write travelogue series on
America whereas the protagonist from time to time goes back to his childhood memory
ard his father. Instead of problematizing the newer threats posed against mlddleclass life
the film Just ends up 1deahzing the bhadralok sens1b111ty marginalized within mlddleclass
lives. And in this imagination and construction of the self-image of this class, a certain
kind of past-ness became inherent. Past-ness again -does _not here refer to larger socio
pol.itical or broader narratives, but re’ferences{inemory, reminiscences and nostalgia. The

ideal middle class self appears in these narratives as essentially disengaged from the

92



present, if not detached from it. That’s why it is the personal memory of good times that

are needed to establish this (self image) rather than apressing issue of the contemporary.

Conclusion: _

In this chapter I have attempted to discuss how past-ness and the p011t1cs and poetlcs
of past-ness work in ‘the ﬁlm texts. My focus has been on different d1mens1ons of this
past-ness; ﬁrstly, at the narrative level, th1s past-ness has worked as a bhadralok frame
and perspective from where the anx1ety ndden present has been lamented Secondly,
film form memorialized ‘the: cinematic practice of earlier Bengah c1nema in their -

'llteraryness, references of Ray and in its use of some other cinematic dev1ces; Thirdly,
past-ness functions in the formation of a self image in its marginalized vulnerable
presence. Thus the politics of past-ness in the bodies of these films works to generate a
sense of loss ‘a sense of lamentation and results in an imagination of a common ‘glorious’
past that a particular class (bhadralok) had. The politics of past-ness operates here 1nw‘>.‘
ritualizing that lost common past in imagining the commonality that a class ‘shares’. But:;‘ ‘
film being a concretc medium that has its own logic of form and apparatus, problematiaes
that very idea of hOmogeneity and coherence. There are interesting examples'within-this
circuit that ‘oppose’ this politicsand in a way offer a ‘possible critique’ of the bhadralok
nostalgia, if not of the ‘parallel’ film culture itself and its constructs of ‘parallelness’.
Before 1 end this chapter I would like to mention two different film examples that
‘oppose’ this.bhadralolc nostalgia and operate in aninteresting way with the politics of
past-ness and its mapping. Herbert, both the ﬁlm (2006) by Suman Mukhopadhyay and
- the original Nabarun Bhattacharya novel on which it is based, in its very approach
subverts the bhadralok belief system regarding the questions of cultural superiority, taste,
_education, ,bhadralokv,sensibility and other charismatic self-perceptions of this .class. i
While the protagonist Herbert Sarkar lives in the world of the past, this portrayal is a
significant interruption in the bhadrtzlok imagination of past-ness and its politics
elsewhere. Herbert’s engagement with ‘calling "up ghosts’, mumbo jumbo, the ‘fraud
business’ of the ‘conversation with the dead"vhave a different register of past-ness from
the 'nostalgia narrative and the stories of the bhadralok sensitive self. This film touches

upon the memory, past, child hood of Herbert and relies on the flashback mode a lot, but
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in its use it never romanticizes the idea of the past where the protagoni‘st can take refuge.
Instead of that pleasure of refuge in the past, past-ness he_re bursts out in explosion when
v Herberts’s dead body' explodes as a dead hurna'n bomb. A‘s the novel says and'the film
uses that as a dialogue from the police inspector “The government the state or pohce w111

”41

never exactly know from where and whom the explosron is comlng Herbert in 1ts-__

dlfferent registers of past-ness subverts the romantic idea of the past and 1t never- assumes"j‘

T e

the past as something kept unchanged for memorlzrng and remembrance Rather it
ksuggests ‘that the past from dlfferent drrectlons can surface w1th1n the everyday as\
something unpredictable and wrth the capacrty to explode whatever we possess. in our

safe and secure present lrfe

‘ Another recent ﬁlm Ekti Tarar. Khnoye (In Search of a Star/ Stars Never Sleep,
Av1k Mukhopadhyay, 2010) in a different Way problematlzes the nostalgia narrative of
bhadralok lamentatron when it traces back the hlstory of a bhadralok famlly in heinous
cnme crrcles and thugs The film narrates the story of Abhrshek who (Sayan Munshi ) has

: come to Kolkata for a career in ﬁlm He has got accommodatron ata mrddle class home
- where a g1r1 Rani ( Arplta Paul ) stays w1th her aunt ( Tanushree Shankar ) and uncle (
Dhritiman Chatterj ee ). Abhishek has bagged the second lead in a Bengah film, and at the
same time unw1lhngly has become involved with the underworld. At last we come to
know that the landlord uncle is the underworld don under whom he unknowingly works.
And Rani traces back their family history in thugee crime circles. In stead of stories of
bhadralok glory and its ‘cultural capital’. that is remembered and cried over, Ekti Tarar
Khnoje touches upon a different aspect of this past-ness that acts within a bhadralok
Bengali middle class family that is supposedly cultured, educated, and with an aged
patriarch (played by Dhritiman Chattopadhyay). It’s interesting to observe that whereas a
set of films with’ an intention to “fegenerate” pastjness ,c_inematically takes up this issue
and functions in the nostalgic mode, there are instances like Herbert or Ekti T qrar Khnoje
that build up an imagination of the past on an opposing plane and try to reach a possible

critique of the construct of “past ness’ practiced and developed in this circuit. Possibly

*!'Nabarun Bhattacharya, Herbert (Kolkata: Dey’s Publishing, 2004) p. 78. And subtitle track from
Herbert DVD. '
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they indicate a recent Shlft in bhadralok film culture in terms of its bellef system and

, pleasure prmc1p1es They assert newer cultural needs for contemporary Bengah cinema )

-announcing a change that has come - the nostalglc return and ritual of past-ness may
~ come to an end m the coming years. ‘The next generatlon of filmmakers may have -
‘ emerged out of th1s shell of past-ness and nostalgia. As new Bengah filmmaker Q.

‘(Quashrq ‘Mukherjee) says he has made his ﬁlm as a form of protest agamst a certain |
- form of art that’s recognized in Kolkata. Q says “This c1ty (Kolkata) has always produced
cutting edge commentary on society and the world. But somewhere along the way, we
_seem to have stopped in our tracks. We have stagnated bound by our past, and a
drstlnctly class value system”. B2 Surely it would be a difficult task to demonstrate a
sunple correlat1on between the emergence of new med1a and a new media public in the
' _last four/ five years in the Bengah cultural sphere and this emergmg need for a cinema
~ that criticizes or simply ignores the reality of past- -ness for the bhadralok 1ntelllgents1a
Perhaps it can yet: be said that their complex 1nterrrungl1ng r_mght result in a new film
culture that woul'd'_revisit and rewﬁte the nostalgia map of the post 1990s _bhddralok

cinema.

*2 Interview of Q on Calcutta Times supplement of Times of India, 19" November, 2010.
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Beyond Bhadralok Film Aesthetics: Extra Filmic Texts and the -
Constructlon of the Taste Dlscourse of post 1990s Bengah ‘Parallel’
' Clnema

1995: Satellite channels and global networks were beginning to make a home
in * (Bengali) middle-class households, . though the revolution in the
entertainment world that was to come in the new millennium was still beyond
the imagination of the common man. The filmy kkabar had not yet made its
way to the headlines of news channels, and was still supplementary stuff. Yet
news of Unishe April (Apnl 19th) winning a few important national awards,
‘amongst Best Film and Best Actor (Female), was quite a buzz in the town.

Nobody knew -who - this thuparno Ghosh was. However; the unusual t1t1e_
srgnaled a dlfferent film. '

Blog: Kaustavs Arden : |

I take this excerpt 'ﬁorn a -blogger KaustavhB'akshi Who enthusias’tically vwrites‘
about film, hterature and his surroundlngs to give voice to thoughts that i in his words
“swim agamst the malnstream 2 -1 ﬁnd these lines useful as an entry pomt for my third
chapter prrmarlly because they ouch upon the i issues that I would like to illustrate here —
how the name itself of a mov1e could generate mterest and act as. pub11c1ty of its self-
acclaimed ‘dlfference from,the ,_mass-, how a blogger in _hls personal mem_ory and its
recapitulation could read'and criti'cally construct the ‘.difference’ and how a ‘different’
film maker emerged at the center of the post 1990s Bengah ‘alternative cinema’. To be
precrse this chapter will look at some ‘texts and efforts’ Wthh res1de out51de the
immediate production system of the post 1990s Bengali parallel’ cinema, and are yet
inherently related to the film culture_I’ve"been de.scrihing. After discussing the economy
~of emergence and the ;strategies’ ‘of parallel-ness of the_post 1990s Bengali film culture
in my first chapter, and how the politics of past—ness' functi(')ns as a parallel bhadralok
ideology in th’es.e‘ film narratives in the second chapter, here my attempt will be to address '
some issues like the construction of parallel-ness or ‘di_fference;lﬂin defining a cinema

defined by the bhadralok as ‘ours’ in some other registers: taste politics and the nostalgia

'Link:http://kaustavsarden.blogspot.com/search?updated-min=2008-01-01T00%3 A00%3 A00-

- 08%3 A00&updated-max=2009- 01-01T00%3A00%3A00 08%3A00&max-results=18

‘access date-26.04.2011. ,

? Kaustav ‘Bakshi introduces his blog saying he believes when one has no one to listen to , writing is the
best way to unbutden yourself...one may call it ecriture-therapy...”it's like counseling yourself, when the
entire world seems to be at odds with you.”
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of this particular class through published mate'ria_lsproliferating around bhadralok film
culture. Tssues like an imagined past and attempts at -‘rec1aiming" it, and an escape into -
the romanticism of the past will be addressed here thr'ough: the nature Of publicity, the -
fonnatron of public sphere discourses and the questlon of stardom. After studying the: _
' ﬁlm texts and the product10n—d1stnbution-exhlbltlon set up of this ﬁlm c1rcu1t this thlrd vj
chapter wrll try to explore the over-all dlscourse of thls parallel film culture. examrmng '
the nexus of the Bengall Press prestlglous magazmes contemporary Bengah hterature )
~ television etc in the creatron o_f the drsc,ourse O,f' good taste . Furthermore, this chapter
» ‘Will explairTh’o'vu'this ﬁlm-"ciﬂtu're in its discursive :domain‘constructs a strong support I
system for itself maintaining its ‘drstance from the crude and commer01al’ mainstream -
model of contemporary popular Bengali c1nema And my effort will be not only to'
engage with. the texts, but also to concentrate on the relational aspect of these dlfferent.v
kinds of texts across the boundarres and the’ honzontal and the Vertlcal d1mens1ons of o
that relationality.? The idea of class in thls method of readlng the logrc of ‘dlfference in
these subsidiary texts® and their intertextuality -is borrowed from Plerre Bourdieu’s '
systems of self-deﬁnition'.and self—differentiation and how class 1s important in this

system of imagination.’

What 1 find interesting in this support system constructed by media and some
cultural institutions is that, it often includes ‘personal’ engagement beyond institutional
frameworks and market ‘mechanisms. 6'Here I Iwould also like to mention how the ﬁlm

directors of this ‘parallel’ cinema in their actrve association with the Bengah press and
media houses ‘influence’ the regime of reception constructed around th1s ﬁlm culture |

Along with the popular press, television from the begmmng acted as a strong support

> My method of analysinging this relational aspect is deeply inspired by John Fiske’s apﬁroach to
intertextuality in his reading of telev1sron texts and drscourses generated around them in hrs book
T elevision Culture.

* Here by subsidiary texts I mean the publwrty and medla texts that were generated along with film texts,
hke posters, or other publicity materials, review columns of these films in newspapers etc.

5 See Pierre Bourdieu . The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature. Columbia
Un1vers1ty Press, 1993.

8 For instance the CEO of Nandan Nllan_lan Chattopadhyay wrote a story called Dui Number Asami on
which Shekhar Dash’s film Kaaler Rakhal is based. The former president of Eastern India Motion Pictures
association and the owner of the Priya, Star Cinema hall chain, Al’ljlt Dutta appears in many of these films
as a character actor.
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system for ‘parallel’ cinema and a primary site to publicize', proliferate, and construct this
film culture. Firstly, Bengali television channels‘ like ETV Bangla or Tara Bangla in their
afternoon or late evening slots showed these films regularly‘and some of the films were
shown on these channels in their ‘world television premiere’ even before their theatrical
vreleases Besides this, a number of telev1s1on shows constantly engaged in debates and
discussions regarding the crisis narrative of contemporary Bengah cmema the greatness’
of old Bengah films and the ‘scenario of the. ‘parallel’ ﬁlm circuit. And the parallel’
~cinema directors or actors as talk show hosts or anchors regenerated this dlscourse -This
physical presence of the direcfor as talk show host is a_cruc1a1 point that I’ll discuss in
detail while analyzing the ‘phenomenal’ emergence of Rituparno Ghosh as the star
director of the post 1990s. bhadralok cinema. Those | popul'ar talk _shows,' internet.
discnssion forums, blogs (like.Kaustav ’s Ardei_z;,:Sen 's Spot,” Cine‘m.ascope,' Alternative
Movies etc), Orkut communities and Facebook pages in their serious engagement with
and discussion of ‘quality’ Bengali films shaped this discourse. An entertainment news
based‘ website like Calcuttatube.com, a site like 'Vinnamat,'Ne‘WS Network or a live
community Bengali radio station like Washington Bangla Radio serving a global Bengali
audience are all important names in this concem with their part101pat10n important for
forming the recent taste discourse of this film culture And this bhadralok ‘taste
discourse’ conforms to what Bourdieau has called the ‘cognitive acqurrement of the
“cultural code”, “presnpposing an act of cognition” through the logic of differentiation
and legitimizing and decoding that ‘difference’g._ In the following sections I’ll try to map
out this act of ‘differentiation’ or performing ‘difference’ in publicity materials,

promotional attempts, critical perspectives and the discourse of stardom.

7 For instance Tara Bangla showed Ritupamno Ghosh’s Utsab on its mauguratlon day (28™ April, 2000) and
later showed Buddhadeb Dasgupta’s Uttara much before these films’ theatrical release. Gautam Ghose’s
Kaalbela (2009) on the other hand was initially made for Doordarshan as a miniseries to be shown serially;
later it-was redesigned from video format in Qube digital prints to release in Cinema halls. A new Bengali
channel Mohua Bangla recently announced that it would telecast a number of films made by Anjan Dutta
whxch they are planning to release later in theaters.

¥ A popular talk show called Ebong Rituparno (hosted by Rituparno Ghosh) was telecast on ETV Bangla
followed by Sange Indrani (Indrani Halder/ Tara Bangla) or Aparna Online(Aparna Sen/Kolkata TV),
Ghosh &Co.(Star Jalsa).. Recently a show has started called Antaheen Adda (on Rupasi Bangla) that has
even been named after Bengali film Antaheen and hosted by Kalyan Roy, one of the actors of this film.

? See Pierre Bourdieau. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Routledge, 1984. P-3.
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Publicizing ‘Difference’
,Diseus_sing the' entire publicity network of Bengali cinema, its narrative of
‘tr'ansfonnaiion’ and its material signiﬁcanee is too ambitious an attempt for tllis section. -
» Primarily because of the difficulties in aecessing all the material, and secondly since this - v
cliapter is not a survey of Bengali cinema’s.publicit'y discour.s'e, Il limit myself to some
: observations that I would like to make andithe materiality of its.procedures and will try to -
commenr on them relationally to my argument presented in the previous chapte‘r’s_.‘l,0 In my :
) ﬁrst chapter Tve spoken of the 1980s ‘interfuption’ in Bengali cinemaithat‘ in'the hands :_
- of a new kind of film' maker-producer chain, w1tnessed the emergence of a new film
aesthetics in Bengali film 1ndustry These alleged copies of southern or Hindi ﬁlm hits or
remakes of Bangladeshi films had a strong negative 1mpact on the bhadra publlc sphere'
and one of the primary reasons that this sphere could not ‘bear’ w1th ‘their’ narrative
scheme was their use of dialogue, and a perception among the bhadrql_ok of the way they .
spoke Bengali language‘ in those ‘jatra marka chhobi’(/jatra typed film)“. They spoke a-
‘language that the bhadra sphere clearly understood, but one that tliey could not, or to be
precise, were not ready to ‘identify’ with. Noted film journalists like Sebabrata Gupta or
Sunetra Ghatak, Gautam Chakraborty or Swapan Mullik did not hide their feelirigs.of
discomfort while listening to this unidentiﬁable, ‘rowdy’ Bengali in their review columns
in Aajkaal, The Statesman or Anandabuzar Patrika."? This is possibly the reason why the
well known film joumalist Ranjan Bandyopadhyay does not consider these films as
Bengali films at all and describes the Bengah film star. Prasenjeet who has acted in many
of these ﬁlms as a Hlndl film star.' This spe01ﬁc use of the Bengali language whether

scripted_mxentionally or unknowingly is a different issue to discuss here. If on the one

This method of observing the narrative of Bengali film publicity is deeply inspired by Ranjani
Mazumdar’s study of the Bombay film poster Sec “The Bombay Film Poster” Seminar 525: Unsettlzng
Cinema, May 2003, 33-41.

' This term was used to refer to these ﬁlms closeness to popular jatra form 1nstead of a ‘true’ cinematic
form. One can read the review of Prem Joyare by Shubhra Mukhopadhyay on ABP, 1* February, 1997 for
usage of this term in contemporary ‘masala’ Bengali film models.

? For instances, of this particular emphasis on the ‘changing’ use of language and the discomfort it caused-
see Anandabazar Patrika reviews- Aapan holo Par review by Gautam Chakraborty, 18" November, 2000;
review of Madhur Milan by Shankar Ghosh 23" September, 2000. Mahan review on 7™ December, 2000
by Shubhra Mukhopadhyay; review of Deba by Gautam Chattopadhyay on 21% December, 2002 ; or
review of Shashurbari Zindabaad by Anindya Mukhopadhyay on 22™ April, 2000 etc to name a few.

13 Author’s interview with Ranjan Bandyopadhyay. 23" June, 2010.
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hand filmmaker Haranath Chakraborty sees it as a part of their ‘pfoject to speék in a
simple, colloquial Banvgla‘ dialogue addressing the common Bengali masé and that there
was nothing ‘unconventional’ or ‘unusual’ in using that language, on the other hand
journéliét Ratnottoma Séngﬁpta feels that this language was a conscious ‘rejection’ of the‘

bhadra cultural code.'

'As discussed earlier this ‘rejection’ needs to be understood in terms of a newly.
privileged class which 1s obvious when we (;onsider the appeal and also the _ﬁolitics_ of
these films that often goeé béyo'nd the language_uSed‘ within the film texts to fhe pi;blicify
logic‘in the languagé of circﬁlation of thesé films. If we look at the 1950s and vthe 1960s
scenario of Bengalvi film publicity and especially the Bengali film posferé we can see the
use of still phOtogr'aphs from film sﬁlls on show cards or hand drawn banner size two:
sheet pdsters of those ‘ﬁlm stills as in films like Basu Paribar ( 1952)‘, Sare Chuattor
(:1953), Abhayer Biye (1957) , Chaoa Paoa (1959) etc. '* Most of thé publicity for these
‘ﬁlms mﬁsed a scene from aﬁ importanf film sequence fhat matched with the mood éf thé
film, for instance if it was a comedy like Sare Chuattor the film still used t_;.onveyed the
light, comic mood of the ﬁlm, or if it was a social drama like Kankabatir Ghaat (1957) -
the pos_ter captured intense moments featuring Anubha Gupta and Uttam Kumar 'in
sentimental postures and with their aﬁxiety ridden faces. Some film show cards like thdse '
of Ekti Raat (1956) or Khelaghar (1959)-added coloré on black and white stills to make
them attractive , the curtains in the backgrbund,_the heroine’s sar_i or sometimes the faces
of the hero-heroines were hand painted. Sometimes along with still photographs of a
particular film scene, additional hand drawn motifs or pictures 'we_re used, like in the Haat
Baralei Bandhu poster_a_hand drawn picture of a hand holdiﬁg the Bengali Word
=“Bandhu” (/friend) was used. Satyajit Ray’s hand designed film posters are famous for
their innovative use of fonts and the punning. And it was Ray’s own ideas and styles that

were materialized in his film posters and publicities. Apart from Ray, there are films like

'* Author’s interview with Haranath Chakraborty, 9" December, 2010 and with Ratnottoma Sengupta, 23"
December, 2010 . v :
13 Courtesy: Uttam Kumar Film Archive, the Film Centenary Building, Kolkata, West Bengal.
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Chouranghee (1978)'¢ or Sanyasi Raja _(197‘5)17 that used stylized fonts in accordance
.with the film plot and its theme. The in_forr'rration conveyed in most posters are names of
' the”(lirector producer and actor actress and if its a literary adaptation, also the name of
the ongmal literary” source wrlters were also h1ghl1ghted in the posters as in the cases of
Tarash_ankar Bandyopadhyay s Saptapadi (1961), or Sharadindu Bandyopadhyay’s

Jhinder Bandi (1961).

After the arrival 'of color for Some ‘years black and’ white still photographs
- continued to be used for film publlcrty For example in ﬁlm posters of Pratishodh or
Ogo Badhu Sundarz black and white star 1mages were used in colored backgrounds and
the. term ‘colored ﬁlm Was hlghhghted Th1s tradltlon changed after colored film posters
. came 1,ntoc1rculatlon pnmarlly from the late 1970s. Another major change that happened
later in 'Bengali film publicity 'Was the change in printiog technology: a shift'fro'n.l silk
’screenéiprintin'g to off set printing.m_ In silk screen posters,' colors were applied to line
(lrawing'and half tones did not develop properly, whereas in off set printing thi.s problem
is not there. There were. other changes as well, as for example, a shift from hand drawn
"method to P”l"S_ (photo type setting) and- from PTS to digital setting. Along with
technological changes a professional approach to film publicity also came about. In
earlier years individual '.(lesigners like Dhiren Mallik, Shree Panchanan, Nirmal Roy,
Shishir Karmakar worked on poster design and producers directly ga{/e them COrrtracts..
Then the film publicity firm “A Square” was formed by Shailen Sur and Samaresh Basu
- for Bengali film publicity for different sectors. Then in the mid 1970s “Cine Media”
entered the Bengali film publicity scenario. " Uttam Kumar Basu, the present PRO of the
firm claims “Cine Media” to be the first complete entertainment firm in Bengah cinema.
Swapan Kumar Ghosh and Chanchal Brahma created this firm and it has continued its
significant presence worklng for diverse genres of Bengali cinema until now in Bengali

film publicity. On the one hand, they have the experience of working with Mrinal Sen in

' The Chouranghee poster fonts stylistically foregrounded the mood of Chouranghee’s locational and
thematic significances- the letters organized as if four roads were intersecting each other evoking chaos and
.hurry

7 Sanyasi Raja poster fonts were shaped and organized like a crown situated Just above Uttam Kumar’s
large figure dressed according to his attire in this film.
'8 Author’s interview with Uttam Kumar Basu. 16" May, 2011.
" Basu, Ibid.
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his award winning_ publicity designs for Chalchitra, and on the other hand they‘have
worked regularly with mainstre.am production houses. like Venkatesh Films, Surinder
Films and dlrectors hke Swapan Saha and Haranath Chakraborty. From his expenence as
a PRO of the leading Bengali film publ101ty house, Mr. Basu shared pubhcrty detalls and
the changlng scenano of Bengali ﬁlm publ1c1ty in the last three decades

The late 197 Os isa perrod when with technologlcal advancement poster des1gmng
went through an overall transformatlon wrth a stylization- of fonts and changes in the
pattems n whrch the star 1mages were'used And along with it the language of film
bpublrc1ty and posters in terms of its nature and usage experrenced a new phase in the
1980s to address a class that the Bengali film industry had just recogmzed as its target
audrence. Film posters went through a transformatron that was manifested in the use of
loud colors, the 'ernphasls' of hyper (melo) dramatle mornents in the very naming of the
ﬁlms and the fontscused Accordrng to Sengupta the use of names like “Baba Keno:
Chakor”20 (Why is the father a servant?) or “Swami Keno Asami” (Why is the husband a
'cnmlnal?) 1ndlcates a rejectron of the bhadra cultural code and the dominance of a
rhetorle oppositional to bhadralok culture. It’s interesting to observe the kind of titles and
the way they were written in posters and publicity materials with clear resemblances to
the jatra pala posters popular in suburban and rural Bengal. In many cases the names of
the films were in curved bright yellow fonts representing the jatra poster aesthetics quite
directly. More importantly they were published in the Bengali neWSpaper‘pages used for
theater and jatra advertisernent. Printed in adjacent columns, these film posters resonated
directly with the jdtra posters in the stylization of the titles and the general aesthetics of
the representation. Usually the image of the star ﬁgurenwas.used to cover the entire
surface of the poster; for eXarnple the use of the images of the hero Ranjit Mallik,*!
Chiranjeet or in later years in most of the cases, the star Prasenjeet in his moments of

action emphasizing high drama in his facial expression and action in his aggressive

%% Ratnottoma Sengupta sites interesting example of this. particular film Baba keno chakor. According to
her instead of this direct and crude -approach, the film could go for some title like “pitar asamman”
(Disrespect to the father) that would not hamper the sense of the theme that the film wanted to convey and
the film would also have a ‘presentable’ name that was suitable for the bhadra tongue.

21 Mr. Basu sites the example of the Skatru (Anjan Chowdhury, 1985) poster in which the star figure of
Ranjit Mallik in police uniform is presented quite aggressrvely which was quite unusual in those years of
Bengali film publicity.
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postures. Sometimes the poster also used faces of the antagonists and female leads, and
sometimes a scene from the film promising a song and dance sequence. Often if the
represented figures and the frozen images were not enough to convey the sense of moral
drama of the film, the posters would literally use words like Anugatya (Obedience), Tyag
(Sacrifice), Samman (Respect), Kartabya (Responsibility) etc as in case of Dadathakur
(Haranath Chakraborty, December, 2001). Additionally references to Hindu religious
figures and their blessings were used in posters that had largely been absent in earlier
decades. The posters and newspaper publicity in many cases started with lines like “Ma
Tarar kripay” or “Ma Kaalir Kripay” (with the blessings from Goddess Tara or Goddess
Kali).

Examples from the ‘mainstream’: posters of Barud and Rakhe Hari Mare Ke. Courtesy: Jalan Distributors.

In contrast to the examples mentioned above are the titles of the parallel cinema
of the period that I am discussing in this dissertation. Film director Subrata Sen speaks of
how the urban audiences of Bengali cinema became tired of the titles of contemporary
Bengali films, that according to him for years had continued using moral binaries like
Nyay Anyay/ Virtue and vice, Sadhu Shaytan /the pure and the evil etc.”? So when he
worked on films that have titles like Ek Je Achhe Kanya/ Swapner Feriwala/ Nil

22 Author’s interview with Subrata Sen, 2" October, 2010.
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Nirjane® he must had this equation in his mind. As Kaustavy Bakshi has mentioned in his
blog, the very name Unishe April was an “unusual title” that “signaled a different film”
for him and generated an interest even before he watched it. Along with the naming, the
representation style of this film poster (of Unishe April) attracted a crowd that was
reluctant to watch a mainstream Bengali film; it used the Bengali numerical one and nine
and put images of Debashree Roy and Aparna Sen in two corners indicating the distance
between them via the use of the space in between. In the newspaper advertisements, using
phrase like “ma o meyer jatil samparko niye ek asadharon paribarik chhabi” (/“an
extraordinary family film exploring relationship complexity between a mother and a
daughter”), the poster promised something other than what the usual family melodrama
of a Swapan Saha or a Haranath Chakraborty film could provide. Firstly the ‘realist’
nature of the characters’ photographs differentiated it from the usual family melodramas

of that time.

One of the Anandabazar Patrika advertisements of Unishe April.

Darkly lit spaces, characters’ faces with restrained emotion tried to convey that
‘difference’ and it went well with the sense of the reality of relationships in the middle
class belief system. And the poster highlighted the film’s national award recognition,
especially Debashree Roy as a national award winning actress for this film. Another
interesting publicity strategy that was deployed for this film was that prior to its release

on 17" May, 1996, an advertisement on 5" May attempted to arouse the curiosity of the

? Translated respectively as There is a girl/ The hawker of dreams/ Vacation blues.
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audience by adding “why is nineteenth April a memorable day for Apama and
Debashree?” These interesting strategies clearly promised a ‘different’ film, and its
newspaper advertisements seemed to cater to an audience who probably would not go to
watch other:Ber”lgali films like “Vai amar Vai” or “Nach Nagini Nachre”?* but would be
curious about this film. Additional infbrmation that the newspaper advertisements of
'Unishe April provided, was that the night show would be over by 10.30 pm. Though this
| simpie information might sound like just a nécessary detail, it ha}d its signiﬁcan_ée beyond
R ‘jusv,t information. An interview with Uttam Kr. Basu who was in charge of publicity for
Unishe April on behalf of the publicity organization Cine Media, revlealsv that this detail
abdut the show timing had been provided out of safety concerns so that the middle class
" bhadr&lok could go to'. the film theater without worrying about transport.”> It’s important
to hote the manner in which this film imagined a class who might be bothered about their

security and available transport facilities in order to watch this film.

In the following Week the Unishe April posters and newspaper adveltisemehts
added critic’s statements from their reviews that appeared in Desh or Aajkaal, Bartamaan
or Sonar Bangla. Along with direct publicity there were other features published in
newspaper columns that generated interest regarding this film. Firstly, there were
interviews of the actress Debashree Roy who described her response ’aftér winning the
national award. These interview feature.s regarding her recognition were not of a
celebratory mood, but were full of her struggle stories in the industry, highlighting her
obstacles and the jealoﬁsy of co-actors. %% Moreover, the film magazine Anandalok’s
gossip columns and the Anandabazar feature news covered the Debashree-Prasenjeet’s
marriage break up stories in detail with full page interviews.” The fact that actor

P.rasenjéet Chatterjee and Debashree Roy both acted in this film when their 14 years of

% These two films were widely-advertised Bengali films around that time and they were adjacently placed
on cinema advertisement pages. Unishe April therefore had the challenge how to look ‘different’ in its first
appearance.

2> Author’s Interview with Uttam Kr Basu.

%6 For instance see Anandalbazar Patrika interview of Debashree Roy, “Jhar Samlate Samlatei Bachhar ta
Chole Gelo” 19™ May, 1996

27 Especially 29" June, 1996 Anandalok issue covered this ‘story’ as its cover page story with ‘exclusive’
photographs of them and interviews. '
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relationship was going through a break up, acted as an added interest in generating

curiosity about their ‘onscreen chemistry’.

Rituparno Ghosh’s 7it/i in a similar vein in its publicity brought up a comparison
between Aparna Sen, Konkona Sensharma in different registers. The film magazine
columns (Anandalok especially) and press entertainment news section during that period
focused on the comparison between the two actresses dealing with the question of who is
a better actress, who is more beautiful etc. Both 7it/i and Kokona’s first feature film Ek
Je Achhe Kanya used a star discourse about Konokona Sensharma in their respective
publicity programmes. When Subrata Sen and Sandip Sen the director and the producer
of this film respectively planned Ek Je Achhe Kanya as the first Bengali “urban youth
film*® they felt it was necessary to establish Konkona Sensharma as the face of urban
Bengali youth. And the subsidiary discourse on Konkona Sensharma highlighted this
factor during this period when the actor debuted as the central character of the film. So
Anandabazar Patrika and Anandalok columns highlighted her college life spent in Delhi
as a St. Stephen’s College English honors graduate, her preference for English Television

serials on Star World etc.

i

iadt

| e APRLIL
The publicity logic of ‘parallel’ cinema: Strategies of looking ‘different” - Minimal design of Hothat Nirar
Janya poster and centering Konkona Sensharma’s look as the urban face of Bengali youth in Ek Je Achhe

Kanya poster.

*® In my interviews with the producer and the directo: of this film, both of them claimed Ek Je Achhe
Kanya to be the “first Bengali urban youth film”.
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Similar publicity was done for Subrata Sen’s next film Swapner Feriwala (the
- hawker of dreams) 1n which Nilanjaha Bhouniik, the daughter of another early Bengali
film heroine Anjana Bhoumik, debuted. Wﬁén'Anjan Das’ Iti Shrikant was released,'the
| Bengali nchpaper Pratidin publicized Sohd. Ali Khan’s presence in this, her -debut
Bengali film in their Mqhanagar'supplement on 4‘1_1 June and 11" June 10, 2004. The first
»_one-hig}ﬂi'ghtcd Soha’s similarity with her mother Shar'millé Tagore, and the second one
| trled to establish her preéencé and the possibﬂities for the future based on the columnist’s

conversations with Soha Ali Khan at a night club of Calcutta, Tantra.”’

Contrary to the flat, bright title fonts of thé ‘mainstream’ model, these film
:posters'used fohts ofa ‘differe_nt’ style. In many cases going against uniform typed words
- they consci_ouéiy used fonts of the asymmetrical hand writing style. The fonts of Ek Je
Ache .anya,v Titli, Utsab, Iti Shrikanta, Shubho Mahurat or Hothat Nirar Janye were in
this mode.'Apart from that; the names of the films themselves were closer to the literary .

use of Bengali names as opposed to the names resembling popular jatra titles of the
' ‘mainéﬁeam’ model. There are instances when professional painters worked for vthe
publicity of font design of ‘parallel’ films, for example, the artiét Anup Roy designed the
letter type and o§erall style of the title for 7itli, the hand written red colored word and an
idle butterfly sitting on it visually signifying the meaning of Titli. ° On fhe other hand,
the films that were based on direct literary adaptations created a literary flavor in the use |
of theirv fonts as that of ﬁim_s like Chokher Bali or Antarmahal. Along with font style
there are stf\ategic use of captions that also helped to differentiate these films from the
mainstream model. In Subrata Sen’s Hothat Nirar Janye (Suddenly for Nira, 2004) lines
* from Sunil Gango;;adhyay’s poetry were used for publicity. This film had a one week
delayed releasé on censorship grounds with reference to one scene, and this ‘news.’ had
already been leaked to the public to generate curiosity. And when the publicity lines used
a sentence like “Sharir jakhan maner kotha bole” (/when the. body speaks of mind’s

words) it increased an interest in the film quite effectively. Moreover, the Hothat Nirar

%9 «Sei Chokh, Sei Hasi, Shudhu Tol Chara Sharmila” and “Soha- g” both by Ranjan Bandyopadhyay on 4"
June and 11" June Pratidin respectively.
3% Basu interview.
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Janye publicity poster used a minimalist style, unique to the Bengali film poster tradition:
it just had a close up of Jaya Seal who played the title role of Nira against a white
background with Sunil Gangopadhyay’s lines used above. With her face and that line, the
capital ‘A’ in a circle connotative of its adult certification was highlighted. The film is an
adaptation of Sunil Gangopadhyay’s short story Rani o Abinash (Rani and Abinash), but
it intentionally uses the name Nira in its title. Nira is an imagined muse that Sunil
Gangopadhyay had written about in a number of poems and thus the figure had already
been in bhadralok popular parlance and the cultural imagination from much earlier. Sen
in this way generated an interest regarding his film using a name from a bhadralok

literary imagination that had a vzide appeal.
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Poster of Dosar and print advertisements of 7itli (Anandabazar Patrika)

Rituparno Ghosh’s Titli used two interesting captions: the first one ‘“pahare
premer galpo” (/ love story in hillside)®' sounded like the title of a travelogue, and the
second one “jibane kauke valobese hariyechhen? Titli dekhun” (/have you lost someone
in your life whom you loved? Tit/i is a must watch)® seemed to evoke a personal
resonance with the pleasure of memory and nostalgia . Aparna Sen’s Yugant used
“premer galpo, ei prithibir galpo” (/ love story, story of this world) in the ABP

advertisement and later “A film about Love and Change” in The Telegraph

3! December, 2001, ABP advertisements. Translation mine.
32 .
< Ibid.
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“advertisement. 3 Gouta'm Ghose’s Abar Aranye poster generated the nostalgia in a
- different register; its captlon read “fire dekha aranya” (/ the forest looked back) clearly
referring back to Satyapt Ray’s film Aranyer Din Ratri of whrch this film is a sequel. In
Abh131t Dasgupta S Dwztzyo Basanto poster a line that is used is “There are lots of secrets.
‘In t}us life nothmg would be spoken of’3 ‘. Kaus1k Ganguly’s 11ne in Warzsh is “Valobasa
kakhano abaidha no1” « love is never lllegltlmate), and Bratya Basu s Teesta’s captlon

e (/ I don’ t have any words only

uses “Amar kona Shabda nei, shudhu1 nalshabda

silence). These sentences on the one hand capture the theme of the ﬁlm and in a line grve'
an idea of what the film is all about on the other hand they estabhsh therr closeness to

'certam krnd of Bengalr bhadralok thetoric and culture a kind of literariness of the"
| bhadra cultural code It is because a body of films rejectmg the bhadra code and belief
system used a dlfferent language pattern unauthorlzed and criticized by the ‘better’
c1nema go1ng class that Subrata Sen, R1tuparno Ghosh or Anjan Das as also some other
. directors’ ﬁlms cla1med that ‘lost’ taste drscourse in their publicity strategy and in this
‘ recla1m1ng developed a taste d1scourse attached to their ﬁlms and their closeness to
E Bengalr literary practrce. It’s important to note_that the langu—age they use that resonates
with a certain“idea of Bengali cultured-ness goes beyond the title and caption patterns and |
when these films were shown on Television the brief .descriptionof their plot lines in
press columns almost introduced them as novels published in Desh or Anandabazar
Durgapuja issues.”’  Apart from the popular press even little magazines like Kobita
Pratimase published special issues on films like Jara'Bristite Bhijechhilo (Anjan Das,
2007) or Sab Charitra Kalponik (Rituparno Ghosh, 2009); The issue on Jara Bristite
Bhijech_hilo included the interview with the film maker Anjan Das and some other
intellectuals of the literary ﬁelds and brought about a discussion of the play based on the
same book by Joy Goswami on which the film is l;ase'd. In the Sab charitro Kalpo_m’k-

 issue there were interviews of Joy Goswami, Rituparno Ghosh and others. Along with the

33 December, 1996. Anandabazar Patrika and The Telegraph. Translat1on mine.

3* Anandabazar Patrika. August,2005. Translatlon mine.

> Tbid, March, 2004
* Jbid. September 2005.

37 For instance see the way Anandabazar advertised Rituparno Ghosh’s Hirer Angti on 1% November, 2002
p-2. for its Alpha Bangla screening, or the way Utsab was. advertised for its ‘world television premiere on
Tara TV on 23™ April, 2000, p. 2.
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special issue publication, Kobita Pratimase organizes a yearly poetry workshop and once

while participating, Rituparno Ghosh spoke about cinema, poetry and his films.

Posters with a ‘difference. Posters‘of Abohomaan (Rituparno Ghosh 2010) and Sab Charztro Kalpomk
(Rituparno Ghosh, 2009); the literariness of address on the top, the design of font and the festival logo.
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Kobzta Pratimase spec1al issues of Anjan Das’ Jara Brzstzte thjechhzlo and thupamo Ghosh’s Sab
Charitra Kalponik.

Along with literary closeness and the mobilization of materials relating to the star,
the marketing logic of this bhadralok ‘parallel’ cinema resulted in giving shape to its

wider appeal by subsidiary media and brand endorsements. Large scale advertisements of
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-Chokher Bali brought brand. association to a new dimension hitherto unexplored in
Bengali cinema. My personal intervrew with Tapan Biswas38revealedthe narrative of
producing Chokher Bali. The idea of this ﬁlm and the casting of Aisharya Rai as the lead -
were planned by thuparno Ghosh and Tapan Biswas when they had done the pre-
production. When Ghosh went to talk to Alsharya Rai and she agreed the owner of
Venkatesh Films met Ghosh, and on hearing that Alsharya Rai was ready to do a Bengall ‘
film, offered a bigger budget for Chokher Bali. R1tupamo Ghosh then ‘breakrng his ties
with Biswas became ready to make Chokher Balz under the banner of Venkatesh F1lms
Venkatesh Films untll_Chokher Bali happene_d- was known as a big budget producer of
" Bengali commercial-ﬁlms ‘With Rituparno Ghos'h’s Chokher Balr' they started associating
themselves with quahty Bengah films, and this ﬁlm on the other hand started a new
pattern of film pubhcrty in poster aesthetlcs and the loglc of 01rculat10n The sponsorshrp:
: loglc made the primary banners of this film advertlsement look like brand endorsements
of Anjali Jewelers. The main posters, print advertlser_nents and kiosks presented A1sharya
Rai dressed up:in jewelry.‘Tbe poster focused on Rai’s stardom, her jewelry and used a
caption that went as “biyer saje Binodini”-(/Binodini in Bridal wear) or “Anjali'r.Alankare
Aparnpa Binodini” (/Beautiful Binodini in Anjali’s Or‘name‘nts‘).40 Most | of the
advertisements appeared on the 2nd page of Anandabaar Patrika instead of the sixth or
seventh pages where film publicity is generally done, and in each of them along with
Venkatesh Films the nameof Anjali Jewelers was printed in bold letters. Post Chokher
Bali this jeWeiry brand and some other brands as well saw a new phase in their
association with a number of Bengali ﬁllms. Starting from Raja Sen’s Krishnakanter Will,
to .Su'man Mukhopadhyay’s Mahanagar @ Kolkata or Sandip Ray’s Kailashe Kelenkari,
_'this trend of placing jewelry houses’ advertisement within the films was estabiished and
jewelry “houses used these films as a platform for brand endorsement. Anirrrddha
- Roychowdhury \rvith his Abnta'heen and his latest production Ekti Tarar Khnoje extends
this product plaee_ment strategy to a new scale relating the film to numerous brands

starting from hair oil, a skin clinic to investment plan banking, laptop brands and even

38 Tapan Biswas is a veteran film producer who is associated with Bengali film industry since 1981. He was
the producer of Ritupamo Ghoesh films like 7itli or Utsab and the recent Kaushik Ganguly film Arekti
Premer Galpo/ Just Another Love story ( 2010)..

3 Author’s interview with Tapan Biswas . 13" December, 2010.

40 4BP advertisements of Chokher Bali , October, 2003.
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news television channels. The use of Peerless brand in Ek Je Achhe Kanya can also be
mentioned in this regard. Moving one step further, a fruit juice company gave money to
the producer of Ek Je Achhe Kanya to serve only its fruit juice free of cost during the
intervals of the Priya shows of Ek Je Achhe Kanya just to make its brand known. *!

Publicizing Chokher Bali: Rai’s stardom and endorsing Anjali Jewelers. Anandabazar Patrika.

The use of subsidiary media is another significant intervention in the press based
publicity of Bengali films. When 7it/i was planned as a big budget film with star casts
like Aparna Sen, Mithun Chakraborty and Konkona Sensharma, Tapan Biswas thought
of its publicity on a large scale and discussed it with the publicity PRO Mr. Uttam Kr
Basu and they planned to shoot a ‘making of 7it/i’. They proposed to ETV Bangla to
telecast this video before the film’s release and they agreed.*” Of course, nowadays this is
a part of regular publicity for almost all big banner Bengali films and channels like
Sangeet Bangla owned by Venkatesh Films, and this is an important promotional strategy
for their films and even news television channels like Star Ananda take part in this
publicity. However, at that point, the telecasting of the ‘Making of 7itli’ was the first
attempt of this kind in the Bengali film publicity scenario. If the ‘Making of 7it/i’ started

a new phase in the involvement of new media in film publicity, Anjan Das’ Shanjhbatir

*! Interview with Sandip Sen, producer of Ek Je Achhe Kanya, 1* December, 2010.
2 Interview with Basu .
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Roopkathara extended it to a new scale altogether. With the publicity of Shanjhbatir
Roopkathara Planman Motion Pictures beat earlier pubhcrty strategres ‘when 1ts_‘ ’
advertlsements in news papers descrlbed Shanjhbatz s release as ‘heralding a new era m»_

*# since it had “Hollywood g1ant Columbra Tnster s first regronal ﬁlm

'Bangla cmema
‘ drstnbutlon and it had been “shortlisted in the final seven movies this year for Oscar
nomination from India”. Added to that i 1n bold letters the advertlsement mentloned that it .
-had been selected for ﬁlm festivals in London Rome USA and Canada (though the name

of the festivals and section in Wthh it had been selected was ot mentloned) The"

V’Shan_]hbatzr Roopkathara team organized a TV show on Akash Bangla prior to its release, “
the Shanjhbatir Roop’kath’ard qui’z from 4™ November to 8™ N'ovember-betv_veen 645 p.m.
and 7 p. m. 'and'offered “exeiting' pri'zes”: ‘Radio station Red FM also organized a
" Shanjhbati debate competition and offered prlzes for the winner. Apart from that the ﬁlm o
organlzed another competition ‘pujar Shan_]hbatl with a local orgamzatlon V_Ra‘Jdanga
Navyuday Sangh and:announced a prize money of Rs. 11,000 /- . Along with this, the
‘world of Titan produced “Sharrjhbati letter Writing eontest”. In this cont‘est anyone could.
‘write and submit a letter at any Titan_sho.w room and the winner would win a watch
worth rupees seventy. thousand. Thev_ﬁlm publicity_ here described »thls film as a letter of
' Shanjhbati‘ written to her father and' one willing to compete had to write a letter on this
theme. The film producer also organiied a book reading evenirlg as “an exclusive

evening of poetry, painting and music for the people of Kolkata”’44

sponsored by The
.Park, Calcutta. There was another_'anriouncerrrent that if one bought a block ticket of ten

the ‘lucky number’ could win a family tour of Darjeeling.

In this manner, the Shanjhbatir RoOpkathara publicity worked to promote interest
in the film to new levels through, Tucky draWs, the fm debate and the letter writing
competition involving mediums‘ like radio, television etc. And during this period,
television became a major site to pu'l)liciie and promote Bengali films. Later this
‘parallel’ cinema even ack:nowledged the importance of television not jus‘t as a publicity

medium but also as a strong connection to the ‘majority’ of the audience. Rituparno

“ Shan]hbaur Roopkathara publlcrty advertisement. November, 2002. Anandabazar Patrika.
“ Ibid.
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Ghosh’sKhela (2008) is an interesting case in point: The publicity caption for this film
prior to release on kiosks and two sheet and six sheet banners read “baro pardar “Khela”
(“Khela” of the big screen) Khela was a popular. telev151on serial of Zee Bangla aroundi
that time pCI‘IOd dlrected by Ravi Ojha. And this film by Ghosh, though it did not have
~any kind of similarity in terms of narrative or star cast loglc with thls mega ‘s‘oap,
| rnentioned its title to use its popularity to_generate an interestregarding the film, At the
same time the S0 call_ed'mainstrearn Benga_li film publicity.inthe last four/ﬁ'v_e years "has'
also became largely dependent on television and TV ness. Especially _after' the_lvaunchi_ﬁg i
. of Sdngeet Bangla and film bas_ed,infotainment .p'ro'grar.nmes'cn vV ‘,With -.s.hows' like
“Film Star” on Star Ananda and others, t_el__evision'has become a crucial_medium to
circulate What KauStav Bakshi calls ‘ﬁlmivkhabar ' Music video aesthetics that was quite
' ev1dent in Subrata Sen’s Nil Nzryane ( 2003) both in its ﬁlmmg and: its pubhc1ty that
__Subrata Sen had con81dered experlmental’ and to some extent avant garde in that
perlod can now be found in any average Sangeet Bangla promo of a so “called
mainstream ™ film. Newer pub11c1ty mediums like film websites, Orkut commumtles or
Face book pages are not exclus1ve to ‘market’ the parallel- -ness of a parallel film any |
more. For instance an Orkut community hke “We Love Bengah films” is equally
enthusiastic about giVing information and personal reviews about a Haranath Chakrabor_ty
ﬁlrn and a Ritupamo Ghosh film. The question of the new med‘ia public is important here.
For instance, when I asked Haranath Chakraborty what he thought about the media’s
changed approach towards Bengali popular cinema, that they did not even recogmze him
as a film director ﬁfte}en years ago, and now the media is so concerned about his films, he
: poin-ted—to-t-he ‘truthful’ quality of electronic media of the contemporary that was missing
earlier for the attltude of the press was faulty with a part1al vision*®. He said now the
press can not fool an audience if they have the awareness However here the question I
think is not so much about ‘truth’ or of the audrence bemg fooled, but what we believe to
vbe apbro’priate for the audience and how we think of the nature of the audience. The
electronic media can not function according to the exclusive imagination of an ideal

educated middleclass public as its consumer. It has to target or imagine a wider base. And

> Author’s interview with Subrata Sen. 2™ October, 2010.
“ Author’s interview with Chakraborty. 9" December, 2010.
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Rituparno Ghosh’s Chokher Bali’s Jewelry house endorsement or the TV ness of Khela

publicity is no exception in following that logic.

s 3o 3
Highlighting band euphoria and using social networking site’s logo in recent Bengali film posters: Anjan
Dutta’s Madly Bangali (2009) and Atanu Ghosh’s Takhan Teish (2011).

On the one hand, the electronic media blurs the differentiating line between the Bengali
mainstream and the parallel cinema. On the other hand, this raises the question of how we
would formulate and relate this ‘change’ to the target consumer imagination of parallel

spectatorship.

Recognizing ‘Our’ Reality, Reviewing ‘Our’ Cinema: A Note on the Critical

Discourse Generated around ‘Parallel’ Cinema

Sanjay Mukhopadhyay, film scholar and Professor of Film Studies, Jadavpur
University and former Director and CEO of the West Bengal government run Roopkala
Kendra, on the first page of the supplementary copy of The Times of India on 17%
November, 2006, accused Rituparno Ghosh’s film Dosar (The Companion, 2006) of
unethically “omitting the cultural inverted commas” to go for a complete plagiarism of
Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Three Colours Blue. Mukhopadhyay considered Ghosh’s film “a

misunderstood carbon copy of the Kieslowski masterpiece” which has been redesigned

7 As quoted by Sanjay Mukhopadhyay, “Rituparno Accused of Plagiarism” on Calcutta Times (p-1), The
Times of India. 17" November, 2006.

115



and repackaged to suit box office demands for the middle class Bengali audience. Dosar,
based on a couple’s troubled relationship after the husband’s mistress died in an -
accident, and the wife became aware of the secret relationship ‘that her husband was
involved in is according to ‘Mukh.opa.ldvhyay_ a cemplete thematic plagiarism_ of
Kieslowski’s IWOI'k. What I find very interesting aborlt this piece is the way itvappeared i’
the newspaper. Along with Mukhoﬁadhyay’s piece as told to Priyanka Dasgupta there -
- were three other pieces that appeared alongs1de There was a plece by a director on
condltlon of anonymity on how he found Dosar a copy of Three Colors Blue and
especially how he found ™ ‘the accident scerre in Dosar a complete copy”.*® Another sma_ll
 article introduced the brief narrative structure of ‘Three Colours Blue and a th1rd was a
vnotlce to say that thupamo Ghosh was unavarlable for comments, and to' let readers
. ~ know that when “someone close to the film’s cast” was asked 1f he thinks whether any of
Rituparno Ghosh’s films were 1nterna‘tronally inspired, his answer was Dosar because he
thought this film “has an international ﬂaviour”. 9 »The-discussi_on on the plagiarism of
Dosar however did not stop here. The next day Calcutta Times published filmmaker
producer Mahesh Bhatt, and musician Anu Mallik’s take on the plagiarism issue. And the
day after, Calcutta Times published a set of remarks in faver:' of "and against the
plagiarism charge.and named itv“‘Pu.n‘ch/ Counter Punch”. The conteinpqrary Bengali
filmmaker Ashoke Viswanathan located Rituparno Ghosh’s alleged act of plagiarisrn ina
set of master_directors’ (of world cinema) inspired acts, a sign in their own way of having
“paid ‘tribute’ to greats by using similar motifs and techniques™.”® Viswanathan included
" the films of Buddhadeb Dasgupta, ‘Mrinal Sen and .Satyajit Ray to trace influences of
Tarkovsky, Bergman, Godard or Fellini in their work. 5! He wrote: o

I don’t think being influenced is a dishonest thing. That’s why we don’t look
down upon Magbool or Omkara. If within the text of your film which is
wholly original, you use a technique or an element already used, it could be a
tribute to that film-maker or the only way that scene could have been done...
As a bottom line, I’d say that I’ve my doubts -about whether you can call any
work of art as a piece of plagiarism even if the artist seems to have borrowed

“ Ibid. . :
* bid. ' : :
5% As quoted by Ashoke Vlswanathan “Ray’s Nayak was inspired by Bergman & Felini”. Calcutta Times
(p 1), The Times. of India. 19™ November, 2006.

3! For instance Viswanathan writes “At the risk of being cntrclzed I would say that there are elements of
Bergman’s Wild Strawberries and Ezght and a Half by Felini in certain stretches of Satyajit Ray’s
Nayak...” Calcutta Times. .
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from a different source because in today’s world every creator is nothing
more than a cultural site. In effect, to quote the famous philosopher Rolland
Barthes, the traditional concept of the original author is dead. *

On a side note, Shubho Shekhar Bhaftacharjee, the CEO of Planman Mbtion Picture,
which produced Dosar replied back to ,-the allegations of" piagiarism. ‘He said the
‘accusa_tion was disturbing and said that if the accident scene is a copy then Billy Wilder’s
. Avanti should als'.orbe questioned, and in'that case it could also be said that every action
film is plagiarized from Die Hard. Mukhopadhyay, in‘ail brief note qﬁoting Brecht ﬁi‘e_d to
‘explain how he could not be responsible- for each one’s ignorance. >> The anonymous
director added to D_osdr ’s alleged plagiarism, and listed one more film of Rituparno
Ghoéh, Unishe April and menﬁoned that‘v even Wikipedia gclqmwledged that it was

‘loosely based’ on Bergman’s Autumn Sonata.

I have chosen this open ended discussion on whether to call Dosar an act of
plagiarism or see it as paying tribute to masters to point out'hovsv/ discussions regarding
these bhadralok ‘parallel’ films often end up in a discourse about ‘taste’ that becomes the
central determining factor. The question for me is nof so much whether Ghosh is praised
for whatever tribute he has paid or criticized for his unethical plagiarism. Rathef, my
' interest is in how this allegation, with the two sides falking pdsitions in favor of and
against Ghosh and the overall press concern located him on a certain plane. Praising a
director’s work or writing a good review of her/ his works is deﬁnitély a way of taking
sides about certain films. But it is more interesting whéﬁ even in a denouncement, a
certain ‘class’ is associated with Ghosh or his films. A parallel can be drawn when the
Bengali film Poran Jay Jwaliare was being attacked for allegedly plagiarizing Vipul
Shah’s Namastey London and a case was filed or the numerous times when the press has
criticized the remakes in the Bengali film industry  of "Hindi or southern film hits.
Whereas Rituparno Ghosh’s Dosar and this allegation of plagiarism in the news was
mbre than just an allegation against a director. Starting with film scholar Sanjay

Mukhopadhyéy’s comparison to other adaptations from Ray to the name of Kieslowski;

52 1
Ibid.

33 He starts with Brecht said “Let others speak of their shame. I speak of my own” and even refers Kaavya

Vishwanathan’s alleged plagiarism act that was in the news at that time.
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from the question of an ‘international flavor’ to Ashoke Viswanathan’s comparison of the
influence of Felini, Godard and Tarkovski on Mrinal Sen and other Bengali art house
directors; the discussion of the inspiration of Bergman in Rituparno Ghosh’s earlier
works positioned Dosar and its director in some ‘higher’ order, worth a serious
discussion. An average Bengali film could not possibly have that privilege to be
something of such serious concern. Not only Dosar, but almost all the films that I'm
concerned with were privileged with the sense of ‘importance’ given to them by the
‘attention’ and the involvement of artists and intellectuals of various fields in reviewing
or reacting to these films. Here one is reminded of the review of Aparna Sen’s Yugant in
The Telegraph by Sunil Gangopadhyay >*:

Yugant reminded me of Ingmar Bergman’s Scenes from a Marriage where a
divorced couple meets also on the seashore. No, Aparna has not imitated; if
one is reminded of a good film while watching another, it is to the credit of
the second. It is not often we find a director writing her own story and
screenplay- one marvels at Aparna Sen’s efficiency in this regard...
Cinematic language dominates the entire direction; in this the director has
excelled her easlier works. The workings of the heart have been worked out
by the camera. >

; f

%
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Sunil Gangopadhyay reviewing Aparna Sen’s Yugant for The Telegraph

5% «An act of courage”. Sunil Gangopadhyay. The Teleraph, 20" December, 1996.
55 11.:
Ibid.
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Again in this film review what I find important along with how the film is praised
) (referenc'e to Bergman, _etc). is_v the figure of the reviewer, sorrreone like Sunil
Gangopadhyay. AY good review deﬁrﬁtely acts as an important publicity tool, but if it’s
from a well l‘_mown‘ inte_lleerual- in other fields of the arts, the film requires an extra
‘importance. We have to place fhi's discussion in the context ef a period when press and
p_ﬁblie sph_ere discussions were agreed that mainstream Bengali films were h_o't Worth
'watehing for‘the educated Bengali bﬁadralok class, and the films were ‘semetimes even

»36 . At this point, .

referred to. as approprrate for the “downmarket Bangladesh1 audlence
i that someotie like Sunil Gangopadhyay considers a film Worth rev1ew1ng ng meant a lot for a
film and its pub_lrcrty. And once the reviews werepubhshed, from the next_day onwards,
one or two l_ines from thét reView Wou_ld be circulated with posters ‘e‘md newspaper |
publicity naming the source, t_lie_ ne\iifspaper, the name of the reviewer especially if s/he
Was"a well known figure as an_artist or an intellec'.tu'al.s'7 Senior ﬁlm journalist 'Aniruddha
Dhar also agreed in an interview that this practice of reviewing films by noted poets,
artists, tlreater personalities worked to. generate and increase curiosity that was more
- effective than a film reviewed by a film joumdlist, ar_rd he called it a press strategy for
some ﬁlms.58 This strategy adopted by the ABP newspaper group, both by Anandabazar
Patrika and The T elegraph and sometimes even by the fortnightly Bengali magazine
Desh generated an interest, or in press language what they call a buzz quite successfully
amongst a class. Thus a Shubhq Mahurat review by neted novelist Shirshendu
60

Mukhopadhyay,®® the Abar Aranye review'by well known artist Shuvaprasanno,*® or

. . .. . . . . 61 g 62
someone like Taslima Nasrin involved in writing reviews of films like Dosar’" or Bibar

%6 See for instance Bengali ﬁ]m Bangshadhar review by Amrban Bose. “Makes you cry The Te elegraph.
1St June, 2001.

57 For instance Anjan Das’ Faltu in its publicity quoting extensively Anandabazar, Aajkaal, The Telegraph,
Bartaman review and also what Said Mustafa Siraj said about-this film- the second masterpiece in Bengali
cinema after Pather Panchali!

3% Author’s interview with Aniruddha Dhar June, 2010.

%% See “Rahasyer Mahurat”. Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay, 2 28™ December, 2002. Anandabazar Patrika.
Patrika Supplement. p-4.

6% See “Samay Aranyer Dinraat ke aro parinato korechhe”. Sh_uvaprasanno 14" May, 2003, Anandabazar
" Patrika. Saturday supplement Patrika p. 1.

8! See “Dosarer Nastoneere” by Taslima Nasrin 22™ April, 2006. Anandabazar Patrika, Patrika, p. 4.

62 See “Jadi sex tao bhalobhabe dekhate parto” by Taslima Nasrin, 14” June, 2006, Anandabazar Patrika,
Patrika, p. 4.
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worked to position these films above the average plane of Bengali film discussion and

associated them with an intellectual practice.

Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay’s review of Shubha Mahurat ( Rituparno Ghosh) and Taslima Nasrin’s review
of Bibar (Subrata Sen). Anandabazar Patrika.

Press reviews recognized this ‘new’ stream of Bengali middle class cinema from
the beginning. Swapan Mullick wrote about Unishe April :

The primary inspiration is drawn from everyday experience. It is placed in a
recognizable, intelligent urban setting... Rituparno Ghosh’s direction allows
everything to take place within the limits of credibility. Never does it look as
if the screenplay has set out to impose a concept or an objective...certainly
the best feature film to have emerged in the last few years.”

And the press reviews welcomed the credibility of the middle class world that ‘we’ are
used to in ‘our’ day to day life and that ‘we’ experience in our daily-ness. The charge of
(bhadralok/ middle class) realism came from that recognition. Opposed to the crude,
‘unrealistic’ representation of the so called popular Bengali films, films like Unishe April
or Asukh were seen to engage with what ‘we’ believe to be ‘real’ and ‘close to our middle
class world’. To illustrate my point I would like to quote how 7he Statesman review of
Paromitar Ekdin starts with this recognition that it is ‘our film’:

There is nothing quite as satisfying as getting totally absorbed in the normal
flow of events and finding people placed in their most appropriate milieu and

63 See Swapan Mullick, “Wholly Credible Insight”, The Statesman, 24™ May, 1996.

120



speaking for themselves. Aparma Sen is somethmg of a protectionist in her
‘handling of people; especially women, and the most outstanding feature of
Paromitar Ekdin is that they spontaneously become part of the total design.

‘Each has a contribution to make to the director’s sensitive observation of the -

_ joint family structure. The details are drawn with great conviction and

- understanding of inner compulsions. Departing from powerful statements she

" has made in the past, the director thls time thrlves on delicate nuances and
' marvelous characteristics. - 64

-The Anandabazar Patrika review of Paromitar Ekdin similarly praised the realistic
‘nature of this film; it s‘aid_ “the acting of Parbmitaf Ekdin is normal like our day to day
life”.65-A1_rnost each and every line of the review fecognizes'the ‘reality’ of Bengéli

middle class life that has been explored so. beaﬁtiﬁal'ly in this film."

‘While reviewing Subrata Sen’s film Ek Je Achhe Kanya, Gautam Chakraborty
stressed the ‘urban reality of contemi)drary life’ that the film portrayed. Chakraborty
asserts that ‘.‘ﬁnally Tollywood has _beceme mature... Thank you Sﬁb_rata Sen. Though

 this is youf first direction, after re_aHy a lo‘ng" time I had the opportunity of watching a

966

smart Bengali film, thanks to you”®’. Aliong wit’h‘ the focus on the film’s urban setting and

pletline;'_fhe language and casting wa_i_s also Chakraborty’s concemn. The Telegraph review
: simiilarlyr praised the “fresh and excitingv approach” and “crispiness” of this film and
Wrete of it as e rare Bengali film “that is something.to make ‘you sit up”.?’ The review
' goes on: |

Subrata Sen and his team talk the language of filmmakers who are completely
dedicated to the medium. A very clear presentation of reality and a tight rein
as the drama marks out the film which boasts of a solid team of professionals
like its cinematographer Shirshya Roy whose camera from the very first frame

' spea{)l;s clean and produces beautiful v1suals especially of the city’s night
life.

The reviewer wrote that though the film is a “frame by frame reminder of the 1993 film
Alan Shapiro’s The Crush, Ek Je Achhe Kanya is a well laid out film, eminently

watchable.” The question of the ‘representation of reality’ essentially brings up the

% See Swapan Mullick, “High Point of human concern”, The Statesman, 14™ January, 2000.

8 See Ranjan Bandyopadhyay “Paromitar Ekdin, Bhalobasar Chlradm” Anandabazar Patrika, Saturday
supplement Patrika, , 15™ January, 2000, p. 4. Translation mine.

5 See Gautam Chakrabory “Ek Je Achhe Konkona”, Anandabazar Patrika, Patrika, 9" June, 2001, p. 4.
Translation mine.

%7 See Jaydip Kundu, “Quite a teeny Crush!”, The T elegraph, 8" June, 2001.

8% Ibid, Italics mine.
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question of ‘detail’. To quote some lines from the review of Bariwali: “Rituparno
Ghosh’s eye for detail'is_~remarkable, from b_the authentic dress designing to the art
direction to the manner of even eating in .the ‘right way’”.%’ In this way the critical
, :disc_ourses generated around these films recognized the credibility of these films and

: praised their representation of freality’.

- Films like Shubha Mahurat Ti ztlz Sanjhbatzr Roopkathara that were praised
Ahlghly in the popular press, and a ﬁlm lrke Hemanter Pakhi that was not seen as of the
© same quallty were both assocmted with a ‘realistic’ charge in representing the world we

live in’. This is the way critical' discourse recognized ‘the difference’ of the ‘parallel’.

"And along with this recognrtlon in their reviews there was another srgmﬁcant practlce- to
_ lpub11c1ze the social concern-of these films that was h1gh11ghted post release while film
details were shared prior to the1r release as well. For example An1rban Chattopadhyay‘
- wrote a feature after Paromztar Ekdin’s release relating it to Aparna Sen’s earlier film
Parama-to show how a “new fermmst” approach has been developed by Sen that breaks
the boundarres of patrlarchy and signifies the new Woman going beyond the model of the
-feminist rebel ™ On the other hand, when Abhrjlt_Dasgupta s’ Dwitiya Basanta (2005)
. went on the floor, the Pratidin report by Nirmal Dhar focused on how a ‘different’ film
was going to start in Aurora studio.”" The feature highlighted how the actress Rituparna
Sengupta’s facial expression and émotive techniques signified an ‘off beat’ and ‘clean’ :
film."2 After Dosar was released and its review had been published, the Saturday
supplement of Anandabazar Patrika published an ‘adda session’ with Prasenjit
| Chatterjee by Bengali film and television actresg Sudipta Chakraborty. While: Sudipta
Chakraborty expressed her feelings after watching Dosar and was to ask Prasenjeet
Chatterjeehow he felt about his own acting in this film, -the. actor Prasenjeet Chatterjee,
on the other»hand said that characters like Kaushik (the protagonist of Dosar that he
played) were very believable and made of flesh and blood and that this is where lay

% See Jaydeep Kundu, “Dub it a Wonder Film”, The Telegraph, 15" June, 2001.

7 See Anirban Chattopadhyay, “Parama Theke Paromita- Nijer Khonje Ekti Meye”/”from Parama to
Paromita- A girl in search of herself”, Anandabazar Patrika, 25" January, 2000. p. 4.

Z; See Nirmal Dhar report in Friday supplement of Pratidin, 11" June 14, 2004. p. 1.

% Ibid.
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Rituparno Ghosh’s excelleénce a‘nd signature,v73 Sometimes the - director’s/actor’s
interviews were published prior to "the ﬁlm"s release.™ " After Atanu Ghosh’s
Angshumaner Chhobz (A Film by Angshuman 2009) released the Saturday supplement :
of Anandabazar Patrika pubhshed a news feature on the grgolo as an emergmg urban
type in Kolkata, and said that Ghosh’s debut ﬁlm Was probably “the first Bengall ﬁlm” to
'portray a character who is by. professwn a g1golo the artlcle attached stills from the
film.”® This is the manner in which critical dlscourse worked to- estabhsh these ﬁlms as

: ﬁlms concerned w1th our socral reahty

Furthermore, whlle the press and cntlcal drscourses played an extremely
supportrve and promot1onal role, they also underlmed repeatedly how the parallel’b _
"practrce was d1fferent from mainstream c1nema Frrstly the assumptlon at an assocratrve
level of be1ng in the same league as world cinema dlrectors worked to place this’ parallel'
practice 1n a dlfferent and hrgher order from mamstream cinema.. And secondly, the
recognition that ‘our cinema’ represented and constructed our world’ placed this cinema
alternatlve in the bhadralok ‘belief system And what 1 ﬁnd is that besides this press
support, the directors themselves were part of the support system that ‘influenced’ the .
regime of reception. For instance Aparna Sen was the editor ol’ the Bengali women’s -
magazine Sananda since its inception for almost two decades (from 1986 to 2005) and
then she was the creative‘director of the Bengali news television channel Kolkata TV for
a long.period of time. Rituparno Ghosh was the editor of the film magazine Anandalok
for quite a long time and wrote regularly in Anandabazar Patrika as well. Now he is the
. editor of the Sunday supplement Robbar published by the Bengali darly Sanbad Pratidin.
Other filmmakers like Subrata Sen, Sudeshna Roy or Aniket Chattopadhyay started their
 careers as newspaper journalists before becoming film makers. So apart l"rom the media
support system that worked in differentiating the ‘parallel’ from the v‘crude comrnercial’

the director(s) as press personae or media personnel helped to generate a discourse of

7 See Sudipta Chakraborty and Prasenjeet Chatterjee “Bhalo Abhineta ke Homework Korte Hoyna”/”a
good actor does not need homework”. ABP. 29™ April, 2006, Patrika supplement, p. 3,4.

* Like in case of Rituparno Ghosh’s 4bohomaan, Ghosh’s intérview was published in ABP on 16™
January, 2010, Patrika p-4. And on 30" January ABP along with this film’s review by novelist and poet
Sangita Bandyopadhyay Actress Ananya Chattopadhyay’s (who acted in Abohomaan) interview was also
published
% See “Gopan Premi” by Sudip Ghosh ABP, 22™ August, 2009. Patrika p. 3.
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quality and good taste. What is very interesting is when the filmmaker himself or as part
of the cast of the film reviewed intervenes in these debates and diSCussions reg‘arding’ her/
his film and a discourse is generated after these rev1ews are publlshed through readers

| comments on them Before I end th1s sect1on I w1ll use examples of such mﬂuences on
the drscursrve domain post the Ballygunge Court (P1nak1 Chowdhury, 2007) release and :
. post the Abohomaan (thuparno Ghosh 2010) release. ‘ :

Bdllygunge »Court was revieWed by PapiYa Adhjkary»on 1 September 2.0>07 in
Anandabazar Patrika. Recogmzmg itasa ﬁlm that identifies with contemporary Bengalr
mlddle class society and pralsmg the actlng and the techmcahtres she pornted out the lack’
: of message in this film.”® The next week Anandabazar Patrika pubhshed two letters to
' .the edrtor one by Soumitra Chattopadhyay and the other- by Sabyasachr Chakraborty

(both were part of the cast of this ﬁlm) protestmg the review. Chattopadhyay emphasized
the ‘relevant message the film had and blamed the reviewer for expressmg her biases -
and her personal preference that got precedence over a neutral and objective view of an.
‘ideal reviewer.”’ Chakraborty questioned the necessityi..of having a ‘message’ in a ﬁlm; he
-asked what message:.doe_s Satyajit Ray’s Goopy Gain, Bagha Bain have, and is it every
ﬁlmrnaker’s responsibility to solve the social problems they portray in their films. 8 Both
these letters expressed.the anxiety and .fear that the review might affect the responses of
the audience. Then a week later; Papiya Adhikary wrote back her reactions to the
accusationS' she wrote in five brief points how her perspective was justlﬁed ™ Along with
Papiya Adhikary, Mamata ‘Shankar (who was also part of the cast) wrote how she feels

personally the ‘message’ of the film and always supports it. ® % She wrote,

Careers can be built in 6ur country... I have belief in the film’s message.
Even I did not allow my son to go abroad... One should not forget the
‘wisdom that we inherit from the joint family... the aim of education is to gain
knowledge, now that has changed into income ... ambition became more
important than mission. . 1s there any logic behind spendlng one’s whole life
as a second class c1tlzen‘7

76 “Hriday Achhe, Upay Nei” Patrzka,p 3 Anandabazr Patrika, 1% September, 2007
7 Patnka p. 4.Anandabazr Patrika, 8" September, 2007.
" Ibid.
7 Patrika, p-4 Anandabazar Patrika. 15" September 2007.
$0«Jete Paro, kintu Keno Jabe?” Mamata Shankar. Patrika, p-4 Anandabazr Patrika. 15™ September.
# Ibid. Translatron mine.
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These responses indicate clearly that the film was projected as one that recognized ‘our’
reality, identifying the world ‘we’ live in and that this made them ‘our’ cinema. This was

clearly emphasized in the discourse around the film.

The Bengali film actor Barun Chanda reviewed Abohomaan in The Telegraph
w1th1n a week of the film’s release. Though Chanda found the film techmcally brilliant, -
~and as a director R]tuparno is good, he thought that the parallel storylines’ and subplots -
should- have ad(_ied' up to something more than a wholc_ that did not happen in
Abohomaan. ® Chanda wrote N | ' |

A series of beautiful, evocative scenes, arbitrarily placed together does not
necessarily a great movie make. You need a fabric of meaning.to run through
the film, from beginning to end; for the audience to take back with them That
does not happen in Abohomaan Which is sad.

He further added, '

I have a suggestion. for Ritu... this is not sermonizing. Rather a passionate
‘plea, a request from the heart. Before Ritu makes his next film he should ask
himself just one simple question. What’s the film about? The rest would take
care of itself. More than many of the current crop, Ritu has the gift of creating
cinematic magic. Let it not be restricted to individual scenes. ¥
Within five days of this review having been published, thupamo Ghosh responded to
this, criticizing Chanda’s approach in that review. Calling Chanda’s approach as-
“fragmented understanding” Ghosh wrote

My 14 films released so far (w1th three still pendmg) have clearly established
me as a competent storyteller on celluloid, if not a filmmaker of any
worthwhile standing. Experimenting with the narrative style is something I

- think I have earned and I am entitled to, with or without anyone’s advice,
blessings or suggestions. *

Here Ghosh himself wrote about influences and comparisons with ‘master filmmakers’
from Harisadhan Dasgupfa to Satyaj.it Ray,k from Ri@ik Ghatak to Ingmar Bergman. On
Chandra’s accusatior_l' about why. the thematic of death appears repetitively in his films
| ‘Ghosh’s defeﬂse was, “Other directors have had their pet preoccupations too; for

instance, Ritwik Ghatak with the Partition.” And then a bit cautiously he added, “I am not

%2 See Barun Chanda , “Fragmented Eternity”, 12, p. 4 The Telegraph, 26" January, 2010.
83
Ibid.
8 See thuparno Ghosh “Fragmcnted Undcrstandmg” T2. p. 4. The Telegraph. 30™ January, 2010.
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for one moment claiming comparison with the greats, merely saying that I don’t see

5985

recurrent theme as a problem per se. Chanda comparing Ray’s work with that of

Ghosh had said Ghosh could observe Ray in how he kept his beautiful scenes brief.
Ghosh reacted to that saying yes he adored Ray for his brief beautiful scenes, but
Bergman another director whom he hugely adores, “was much given to long dialogue-

driven scenes which are the inspiration and stuff of Abohomaan.”
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Abohomaan face off: Barun Chanda’s review and Rituparno Ghosh’s response on The Telegraph .

85 Tbid.
8 1bid.
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Then The T elegraph opened the issue for the readers to reflect on this debate and
published a nurnber of letters engaged in this discussion.®” Film Scholar Pradip Biswas
* who is a member of the NFDC Script Committee reacted that it would be ‘stupid’ to
compare Ghosh with someone like Satya_ut Ray and wrote that he wanted “thuparno to
review his own films so that he. can wallow in ecstasy” whereas Subhankar Bhattacharya
asserted that he completely agreed with thupamo Ghosh’s ‘defence’ , and said that he |
considered ~“constant comparisons ' to - Satyajit . Ray, when ' Rituparno has already
established his‘credentrals._ as a director_- may in itself be self defeating”. 88 Here my point :
~is to observe how this .question of qual_ity is presupposed in a ‘parallel’ ‘ﬁhnmaker’s‘v‘vork.
Its not just the simple fact of whether one may consider Rituparno Ghosh as a competent
successor to the Bengali ‘art" oinema tradition of directors like Ray or Ghatak' .or not
The questlon is this very comparablhty of Ghosh with Bengali quality cinema. The press |
and other medla discourses in Bengal have worked with this comparlson toa great extent '
to constitute and 1nﬂuence the regime of reception of this cinema. .And I.am usrng this -
Abohomaan _faceb off to denronstrete how the directors themselves ‘influence’ this regime
generated around their work. I think one .of the reasons this discourse has reached this
point is because the post 1990s parallel’ film drrector(s) successfully established
themselves as press or media persons. And the phenomenal emergence of thuparno
Ghosh in Bengali cinema in the post liberalization period had its root(s) in how he has
used the media as a tool for his stardom, and to generate a star discourse that is in turn
related to the construction of bhadrolok parallel-ness in reception and 'circulation for his
film texts and the media discourse generated around them. My next section is an attempt
to study the-stardom of this Bengali filmmaker whom one can consider central to the post

liberalization Beng'ali ‘parallel’ cinema.

87 Here I should mention that this is a regular feature in The Telegraph in their Thursday supplement called
“We’ve got mail”. Before Abohomaan The Telegraph feature on 4™ August 2007 about Anuranan’s
‘success’ by Kushali Nag invited readers’ thought on what they thought of the two characters’ ‘undefined
relationship’ in this film and in the 9™ August supplement some letters were published from readers like
Amit Banerjee or Chitra Bagchi commenting on that particular topic.

88 The Telegraph. 4" February, 2010. 72, p-6-
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The Star-Director Discourse émd the Idea of Continuation and ‘Difference’ in a

Bhadralok Filmmaker: The Curious Case of Rituparno Ghosh

“If my films help the Bengali film industry in any way, I'll be extremely
happy. I'm extremely flattered that I'm being compared with Satyajit Ray .
But I feel I'm majorly overrated. I came into Bengali cinema at a time when
intelligent urban films were going out of fash1on That’s why I found a place
quickly.” — Rituparno Ghosh89 ' :

It’s going to be a Rituparno Ghosh season once again. Bengal’s moviemaking

maestro has one film in the theatres, another slated for release next month —

it’ll be his first movie in English — and several others almost complete and

ready to hit the screen. If that isn’t enough for his fans, he’ll also be at his

social best sitting back on a couch and interviewing famous. celebrities in a

TV chat show Ghosh and Company. The filmmaker loves to test his creative .
strength .and venture. into unfamiliar and unknown: territory — that’s also

evident from the shaven-headed look that he’s been- presenting to the world

lately. “I just felt like it,” he grins... $¥e’s a maverick at heart and even in-this
era of celebrity bloggmg, prefers to put down his thoughts using pen and
paper. “It allows me to practice my handwntmg, he jokes...Not surprisingly

for a director whose scripts remain his strong point, Ghosh is a bookworm.

That he’s an avid reader is obvious the moment you enter his small and neatly

decorated study which has pictures of Satyajit Ray and Akira Kurosawa

besides a laminated still from his film, Chokher Bali. Books are stacked all

over the place and are neatly arranged in ceiling-high bookcases. Though he is

fond of non-fiction, everything from the classics to the latest bestsellers finds

a place in his collection: “When I’'m abroad, my friends deposit me in a

bookshop and go shopping,” he laughs. He has just finished reading a book on

Israel and this has made him toy with the idea of writing travelogues.

-The Telegraph. 17™ August, 2008. By Promita Mukherjee.

This is not a section aimed at any kind of auteur study: _studyirig film texts in
accordance with the ‘cr’éativg; mind’ behind them that has. a certain kind of authorify over
a body of films that bears the ‘signature’ of his creativity. Rather I'm interested in how a
star figure is constructed beyond film language and aesthetics and detérmined»l and
regulated by subsidiary media texts, and how >interest is vfgenerated in popular discourse
and via an active oral culture. Some Auteur studies have been done o.f;Bengali film
makers contemporary to Ghosh who belong to the contemporary ‘art house’ cinema of

Bengal. One of the important texts in this genre of wri‘ting"is John W. Hood’s study of

% As quoted in Somdutta Mandal “Rituparno Ghoéh The Women’s Director of Bangla Cinema” in Jasbir
Jain and Sudha Rai ed. Films and Femzmsm Essays in Indian Cinema (Rawat Publications, Jaipur and
New Delhi, 2002) p. 36.
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Buddhadeb Dasgupta, where Hood describes Dasgupta’s ‘artistic vision’ and ‘technical .
excellence-’.9° Here he discusses in detail the (unique) features of Dasgupta’s ﬁlms like

‘creative emotion’ profound sense of realism’, hlS concem for the individual in ,
" isolation or alienation *and the extraordmary originality’ of both style and substance 91,
,Hood sees Dasgupta as a director “seeing beyond the material exterior to the yearnmgs of -

92 and parall'ely. also aeloloWIedges Dasgupta’s presence at -

the simplest human heart
international festival rcircuit's Another'book on Buddhadeb Das’gupta' A Poet with a -
Camera: Buddhadeb Dasgupta A Monograph edlted by AJay Kumar Das and pubhshed )
by Nandan: West BengalW Center is composed of critical reviews published in The
Statesman, The Te elegraph The Times of India, Deep Focus, - Cinema Wave ‘and
Amrztabazar Patrika and with comments by Satyajlt Ray, Mrinal Sen, Derek Malcom |
Dav1d Robinson. * 3 These reviews and thelr compllatlons have tried to pI‘O_]eCt him as a

poet and filmmaker of fine sens1b111ty and of his * ‘own style’ w1th an international

reputation.

Shoma A. Chattejee’s study of another contemporafy Bengali film maker, Aparna

Sen, while recognizing the art cinema tradition in Bengal situates Sen’s work as a cinema "

9594

of “authentic woman- experience”™* . At the same time, Chatterjee feels that Aparna Sen

belongs to a shared tradition:

Along with Buddhadeb Dasgupta and Goutam Ghose, she belongs to the
young Calcutta school. Together yet not quite together, they confidently tread
the path of meaningful cinema as an aesthetic expression. A cinema already

~ formed and created by predecessors Ray, Mrinal Sen and Ritwik Ghatak.
Each of these three, Buddhadeb Goutam and Aparna are dlstmctlvely
different from each other. :

Chatterjee traces how Aparna Sen in all of her films “pays serious attention to a whole

9396

range of feminist concerns™® and she tries to establish Sen as a filmmaker who is in B

% See John W. Hood. 77 he Films of Buddhadeb Dasgupta (Orient Langman 2005).

*! Tbid.

*2 Ibid, p. 218.

% See A Poet with a Camera: Buddhadeb Dasgupta: A Monograph edlted by Ajay Dey, Nandan. 1994,

%% See Shoma A Chatterjee,. Parama and Other Outsiders: The Cinema of Aparna Sen. (Parumlta
Publication, 2002) p. 26.

% Ibid, p. 17.
% Ibid, p. 15.
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» eonstam opposition to Indian popular cinefna in portraying urban woman'hoed going
-against conventienal Indian femininity.”’ Similar studies have been done of thupamo
'Ghosh and his films by Somdutta Mondal dep1ct1ng Ghosh as a ‘women’s filmmaker” in |
Bengal. % Con51der1ng Ghosh as “a’ bndge between good Bangla cinema and the .
crowds”99 Mandal emphasized Ghosh s directorial talent as a specmllst in ‘human

| relatlonshlps and espec1ally in the female mind.'%

However Ghosh and his films were not always appremated for thelr humamst.
concern or their author praised for bemg a women’s filmmaker; sometlmes they were
also seen as limited and conformist. Pachu Roy, quite contrary to Mandal s. approach
'Write'sj' about Rituparno Ghosh in a brief essay called “Paribarik Chhobir Master:
Rituparnb Ghosh”/ “The Mas'ter. of Family Films: Rituparno Ghosh” in special film issue
of Madh’yam O Sangjog, February, 2002. In his essay, Roy tr’aces‘Ghosh’s conformist
attitude in his first five films (from Unishe April to Bariwali) and argues how in each of
his films Ghosh expfesses his ‘fear’ of going against the establishnaent of middle class

social life.'%!

My concern, however, i.s different from either Roy’s of Mandal’s or theee earlier
‘autueur studies’ of other Bengali film makers contempofary to Ghosh. My intention in
this section is to study the ‘erﬁergence’ of Rituparno Ghosh’s stardom in post
liberalization Bengali cinema, and how this celebrity persona was constructed  in
subs1d1ary media discourses other than the film media that he was directly 1nvolved in.
Before I start I would like to mention two’points around which Ghosh’s star persona as an
‘alternative’ filmmaker was Built. Firstly Ghosh is seen and imagined in bhadralok

discourse as a continuation of the ‘good’ Bengali film tradition, to be more appropriate,

%7 For instance Chatterjee discusses in detail how in Sen’s film woman-as-mother and woman-as-sexual
entity are not mutually-antagonistic images- but simultaneously present within the same woman” (p. 23).

*% See Somdutta Mandal “Rituparno Ghosh: The Women'’s Director of Bangla Cinema” in Jasbir Jain and
Sudha Rai ed. Films and Feminism: Essays in Indian Cinema. (Rawat Publications, Jalpur and New Delhi,
2002).

% Ibid, p.17.

1% Mandal says “the raison d’etre for Rituparno Ghosh’s films remains “I understand women” (p. 38).

1% See Pachu Roy, “Paribarik Chhobir Master: Ritupamno Ghosh”/ “The Master of Family Films: Rituparno
Ghosh” in special film issue of Madhyam O Sargjog, February, 2002. p. 31- 33.
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as carrying on the legacy of Ray aesthetics and Ray $ film making talent. And secondly
Ghosh is seen and mapped in the popular 1mag1nat1on as ‘someone with a difference’ as
an exception. These points are what I consider crucial to the star discourse around
‘Rituparno Ghosh in Bengah publlc sphere and 1ts dominant imagination. To begin with
the realist charge of the R1tuparno Ghosh ﬁlms comes from their resemblance to the film
'space des1gn of Satyaj1t Ray films and espec1ally to the mtenonty of the late Ray ﬁlms
“and 1o less important is the public sphere recognmon of that ‘resemblance’ and ‘Ray s
1nsp1rat10n of these ﬁlms Here I would like to quote from a website’s introduction to

; thuparno Ghosh

'thuparno Ghosh, often hailed as the rightful heir of Satyapt Ray, is one of the
most talented Indian directors... (a) feature of Ghosh's films (is) his cultural

_ influence. - The influences of Rabindranath .Tagore "and - Satyajit Ray are
‘apparent in his films. After Ray he is one. of the few filmmakers who can use
the songs from Tagore delightfully in his films. The sensitivity, passion and
intellect with- which he makes his films are well rewarded by awards. Apart
from the National Film Awards, the films of Rituparno Ghosh are quite
popular in the international film festivals too.'”

This is what I wanted to p'omt out: the imagined legacy of Ray and the glorioﬁs’ film
making past of Bengal fhat acted to establish Ghosh and his ‘parallel—,ness’ in Bengal’s
public sphere discourse.. Firstly the films themselves were ‘actively’ responsible for
bringing back that pleasure of past-ness, and in marly cases, as | have discussed in the last
chapter, the memory of Ray. The ‘influence’ of different stylization andb narrativization
techniques of Ray is quite evident in Ghosh’s works. In terms of their style of dialogues,
subtlety of action and atmosphere, and the specific use of the lighting resonating ‘our’
everyday reality, Ghosh’s films conseiously regenerate the ‘effect’ of .Satyajit Ray’s
oeuvre. And it is the ‘recognition’ of that resemblance and regeneration thal are equally
important in establishing Ghosh as central to the “alternative cinema’, and as an able

successor of Ray.

Filmmakers like Goutam Ghose, Buddhadeb Dasgupta, Utpalendu Chakraborty

who were the next generation after Ray (that Shoma A. Chatterjee refers to as the ‘young

192 Introducing Rituparno Ghosh , at India Net Zone.
Link:http://www.indianetzone.com/34/ritupaino_ghosh_; 1nd1an movie_ dlrector htm. Access date 30"

March, 2011.
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' Calcutta school’ and Aruna Vasudev sees as ‘Bengal’s Second Breath'103 ) were not seen

as that close to Ray in terms of narrative patterning or plot development as Rituparno
thosh has been recogmzed to be. This is primarily because their early ﬁlmmakmg
careers were contemporary to the late Ray films that Ghosh was not a part of. When
" Ghosh started maklng films, Ray had passed away. And the allegation that post Ray,
‘Bengal s second breath’ unhke Ray were not bothered about whether the film would
ﬁnd_1ts audlence or not, largely ruled out Ghosh from belonging to this group after
o -Unis,he.April s commercial success. Here I would like to quote the way an Orkut
community of Rituparno Ghosh with more,than two thousand members praised Ghosh’s
focus on commercial success along with his film rnaking.tale'nt. ‘Speaking of Ghosh they
_say:

" One of India's most acclaimed contemporary filmmakers. He has redefined so

_called arthouse cinema by successfully marrying art and commerce. His films
‘have won record number of national awards as best film, best director, best
actress. A prolific filmmaker with at least one film releasing every year since
his second film Unishe April-(The first to release) in the early nineties. Has
always kept in mind a film's commercial success and never stayed away from
using mainstream stars to his advantage.'™

A ﬁlmmeker like Budhdhadeb Dasgupta has agreed that neither the mass nor the niche
audience of Bengal form the primary audience base for his films, but it’s the international
festival circuit and foreign organizations who buy the rights for his films. '°° The case is
quite similar for other filmmakers of the ‘young Calcutta school’ contemporary to
Dasgupta. Distribution obstacles or lack of popular appeal, whatever the reason, they
failed to form a film crowd for their films. Here Ghosh emerged with a ‘difference’ in
: Succes\sﬁllly forming an audience base for his films.'% His films are popular amongst a.
crowd, yet they managed to be ‘different’ from the so called Bengali popnlar ﬁlms.
Regularity is “another important factor. Film makers like Utpalendu Chakraborty and
some others became quit‘e irregular even after the hype and interest generated around the

release of Chokh (The Eye, 1982). In this situation in the post liberalization Bengali film

19 See Aruna Vasudev The New Indian Cinema, Macmillan India Limited, 1986. p-65-74.

194 L ink: http://www orkut.co.in/Main#Community?cmm=25825635. Access date 6™ April, 2011.

1% Buddhadeb Dasgupta in a face to face conversation organized by Eisenstein Cine club of Kolkata at
Gorky Sadan, 22°* March, 2011.

Y% The point I referred here is clarified by the EIMPA secretary Ashis Kr Banerjee, Priya hall owner Arijit
Dutta and also producers like Renu Roy or Tapan Biswas who produced some of Ghosh’s films.
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scenario I find thuparno Ghosh an exceptlonal figure in following a method both in film

- aesthetlcs and for publ1c1ty in the manner in wh1ch he regularly geared the promotlonal

 strategy in his films to target the bhadralok audience that Would form the base of hls'

films. In order to successfully form an audiénce base unl1ke Dasgupta, Chakraborty or

o (Goutam) Ghose he. had a strong parallel focus (and developed a hold) on subsidiary

media that wo‘_uld‘.mfluence his ﬁlms recept1on in many ways, plann_ed- and unplanned..

Firstly, as I have already pointed out, Ghosh-was associated with- the leading newspaperv

. organizatio‘ns« like'Ananddbazar Patrikd' wrote film revieWs or other feature" stories

: regularly, became the: editor of the ﬁlm magazme Anandalok and after he left ABP,

joined Sangbaad Pratza’zn and became the ed1tor of the1r Sunday Supplement Robbar

The point I wou_ld_like to illnstrate here is that the columnist thuparno Ghosh or

- the editor Rituparno Ghosh oontributed to establish a niche for his films, and develop a
‘star ‘persona called Ritupamo' Ghos_h. beyond his‘.Bengali- film maker identity. Thus

‘Ghosh’s press persona is I think reSponsible to a great extent in establishing his stardom

in public_sphere discoureef' Ghosh’s reviews of films like Debdas or ‘Chalte Chalte
express his process of observation, critical skill, preferences and other details. Or, for
instance if I refer to an article like “Atiter Khnoje”(“In se'arch of the Past”) by him in
Anandabazar Patrika on the Bengali cinema tradition it is clearly evident that his
belongmg to the Bengali cinematic tradition is deeply connected to his memory, practice

and experience of being an integral part of this tradition.'”’ Similarly an article like

© “Soumitra 70” by Ghosh in the Aﬁandabazar Patrika supplement about Soumitra

Chattopadhyay expres\sed_ his admiration for the “Apu” of Bengali cinema.'® When he
became the editor of the Bengali' film 'magazine'Anandalokhe came closer to the regime
of reception and c1rculat1on of cmema that worked to his advantage 1n the manner in
which he became a regulator of public sphere discourse of filmi khabar through editing
the leading Bengali film magazine. 109 The second thmg is that when he became the

editor of Anandalok, the “look’ of the magazine changed. The advertisement claimed

197 Anandabazar Patrika supplement, 15" April, 2000.

19 4BP supplement, 24" January, 2004.p. 1.

% Here one can also observe how his films like Zitli or Shubha Mahurat use the name Anandalok in
showing the cover or referring the name of it to generate the pleasure of stardom, and gossip columns.
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“Ulte Dekhun Palte Gachhe” / “Have a look, it has changed” Apart from “filmi” news
and interviews of the: persons related to the ﬁlm 1ndustry durlng this perlod Anandalok’s
regular sections also changed and_ included news from other public sphere concerns and
disCussions.‘ And now ‘when he is associated' with ‘Sanbaad Pratidin, he uses press
_dlscourse even more 1nnovat1vely and to hlS advantage. Prior to his film Sab Charitro
‘Kalpomk’s (2009) release in an editorial of a Robbar supplement”o thuparno Ghosh
revealed how the’ poet Joy Goswaml had agreed to grve his poems exclusively for
_thuparno Ghosh’s films and promrsed not to publrsh them anywhere else. Then those
© poems exclusrvely written for ‘and ‘used by Ghosh in Sab Charitro Kalpomk were
published in Robbar After that the film released, and wrthrn some days of it a book was
' pubhshed called Nando r Maa (the mother of Nando) that camed those Pratidin
- editorials and those ‘exclusive’ poems by Goswaml For me what is important is how
Ghosh tactfully uses his media engagement for the promotron of his films."Moreover, as a -
‘media persona '_R.i‘tupa_mo Ghosh is ‘alv'v'ays present in public sphere discourses. This is
clear, that as a ﬁlrnmaker, Ghosh can reach his film’s audience by many other means

apart from his films.

Along with this press persona, Rituparno Ghosh developed a strong television
presence at a time when “satellite channels and global network were beginning to make a

» 1 this post liberalization period of the

~ home in (Bengall) middle-class households”
_cable television boom, Rituparno Ghosh got associated with more than one Bengali
regional television channel. He was actively associated with Tara Bangla since its
inception, a channel that premiered llitu_pamo Ghosh’s Utsab. And on ETV Bangla
Rituparno Ghosh started anchoring a talk show called vaong_._Rituparno (/And
Rituparno). These associations helped him to E:stablish his TV persona as an ‘alternative’
filmmaker. I see these media associations' as a st’rategicb step by Ghosh to promote his.
films that resulted in almost a genre called ‘Rituparno Ghosh films’ and_also parallely led

him to stardom. No Bengali film maker either from the mainstream or from the art house

tradition eXcept Aparna Sen, to some extent, has functioned as a successful media person

"0 pratidin supplement, 13® January, 2008.
""" Kaustav’s Arden. Op. cit.
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as Ghosh has. Apart from these; he appeared for television interviews, joined in Bengali
film disCussion forums, directed a television serial (Bahanno Episodel Fifty two epiaodes
telecast on DD Bangla), and made telefilms like Avin‘oy/, Acting or 10 no. Maltibala Lane B
for Zee Bangla. TheSe activities harre Workedv in his faver to highlight his educated -
cultured bhadralok mlddle class. 1dent1ty, and have helped the audlences in imagining a
bhadralok ﬁlm maker His physrcal presence and his voice have played a very 1mportant
role in shapmg his persona as an alternatlve ﬁlmmaker I would like to use quotations
from Kaustav s blog to point out how an AIR mtervrew of Ghosh could generate interest -

and create the image of a sens1t1ve ﬁlm maker

..my enthusiasm for Unzshe April was triggered off by an interview of
thuparno Ghosh that was aired on HMV-FM. Listening to Ghosh; I
discovered 1 had never heard a man speak so sensitively or even for that
matter so informally in a public space. Ghosh’s mild voice, his effeminate -
accents, punctuated remarkably the thoughts he shared. 1 found myself

: meetmg a very different man. He was not like the other filmmakers. I had
heard Satyajit Ray and Mrinal Sen before, and was awed by their wisdom. But
I never struck a chord with them. Rituparno’s emotionally charged talk (not
vergllrllzg on the sentimental, mmd you) almost seduced me into admiring
him. :

If just an FM interview could generate tnat amount of curiosity regarding a new director |
and his film, we can imaginevthe irripact of a regular 'wee‘kend.show Ebong Rituparno'"
that lasted for two to three years. This idea of “meeting a very different man” was being
extended in each show where Ghosh talked with guests from various fields- from senior
film maker Mrinal Sen to the former captain of the Indian cricket team, Saurav Ganguly, .
from newcomer actress like Sudipta Chakraborty to veteran theater personality Chapal
Bhadnri The show structure was nnt typical of celebrity interviews since the host was no
less well known than the invitee. Ghosh talked about his likes and dislikes, preferences
and memories and reacted to what the guests said'"*. The show was famous for Ghosh’s
informal interaction with his guests, the way he showed respect and care for- someone like

Mrinal Sen, and how he treated his juniors in film industry with love and affection.

Hz Kaustav’s Arden, Op. cit.

1t was telecasted on Saturday and Sunday evenings regularly.
- " Like in a particular episode when Aparna Sen was invited, Ghosh shared his own childhood memory of
watchmg an Uttam Kumar Apama Sen film Jay Jayanti , and how he convinced his aunt to take him for
this movie.
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. Generally, the two episode long conversation took the shape of a middleclass adda in a

kind of informal drawing room chat session.

The-other interesting dimension of this programme was its'mise-en-scene the axty
- décor, well lit room, de51gner show pieces, and a book case with well organized books all
of which taken together conveyed the 1mpresswn of the pnmary mise- en-scene of a
Ghosh film. The decorated drawing room filled up with conversatlon V01ces could easily
- remind anyone of a scene from Unzshe April or Asukh Th1s space assomated Ghosh with
his ‘type’ of films even beyond those ﬁlm_texts. This programm_e also established Ghosh

as carrying on the legacy of the glorious B‘engaliv film past. It alSo establish’ed 'his persona
| with a ‘difference’ in his style the way he dressed or spoke. In the last four or five years
however w1th the emergence of other dlscursrve domarns on the 1nternet Bengah music
and news’ vtelev131on and the press increased interest in the Bengah ﬁlm industry, this
figure and. persona of Ghosh has received more eXposure than ever. I would like to quote
an excerpt from an Orkut community forum discussion on Ritu.pamo. Ghosh’s .‘new look’:

I admire him because he is not a hypocrite... he has enough guts to present
himself the way he wants to ... and he really looks good in those. junk
jewelleries and designer attires... he carries himself pretty well... he has
made his own signature by nullifying the so called male ‘ism’... I simply
adore him... I wish I could marry him... I'm serious.'"

Then someone. answered this post as

.. (H)is present look is horrible, he behaves more feminine than even women
do. As far as styling and make up is concerned, he should keep in mind that
‘he is ageing and any and every experiment does not suit him any more, rather
makes h1m look bizarre.!'® : "

I could illustrate this' section adding how his turban, leather jacket, Yogi pants, pearl
choker were brought into this discussion later by other members to suggest Wwhat suited

 their favorite filmmaker and what did not from their point of view. But my point is to |
take notice of how the interest and conversation regarding Rituparno Ghosh often

exceeded the film texts he worked on. Along with his ‘relationship films’, a star persona

'Link;http://www.orkut.co.in/Main#CommMsgs?cmm=25825635 &tid=2537633778527773292&na=4&
nst=1&nid=25825635-2537633778527773292-5323666123176041414. Access date 18" May, 2011.

16 1hid.
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was also born in the public sphere at the center of the imaglnatio_n of the post 1990s
bhadralok cinema. It was unusual in Bengali. cinema tobg_ener'ate that much i_nterést
‘regarding a ﬁl_rn maker even when hevWa's not making any films but was simply ‘present’
. with his looks, style and_charisma; In this as'pect I consider Ritupamo ‘Ghosh to be the:
- sihgle’star director of Bengall cinema. S.ean' Redmondb and Su"Holmes see stars as .. ,
‘housing’ our dreams and.fueling' our fantasiesb and this holds true for Ghosh’s stardorn' as |
well; they address and represent (often 1mphcltly) some of the most 1mportant pohtlcal A
issues of the day, and they can give us both ephemeral and lasting pleasure, even if, in the o

end, this is a pleasure built on artlﬁce and the lie of the poss1ble”117 For. Aparna Sen, a

 similar 1nterest could be observed in the public sphere but Aparna Sen s almost three o

decades long successful actmg career has a dlfferent loglc of popular1ty and celebnty‘

d1scourse

' The" curious case of Ghosh’s stardom as I've mentroned before lies in the
1ntersect1ng axis of making a difference and carrylng a chord of past-ness and nostalgla .
The assurance of the “difference’ and the supenonty from t_he vulgarity of mass market.
gave the post 'l9.9OS bhadralok cinema a place much valued and appreciation within the
bhadra public'sphere. Gho_sh being a star director of these films secu_red his alignment in
the bhadralok ‘parallel’ with a similar logic of difference and strateglc media influences.
In the crisis narrative of Bengali cinema a need was already constructed for some one
- who would carry the ‘legacy’ of good taste and of the glorious past and also one who
would be lnﬂuential in reclaiming the bhadralok narrative cinema and could circulate his/v :
her “difference’. Rituparno Ghosh’s star discourse not only filled this cultural need of a
‘class but also extended it in multiple dimensions and chain of desires. Rituparno Ghosh’s
physical presence in the media shaped the idea of a chatty, informal, sensitive film maker

of Bengali cinema who is also educated, suave and eloquent.’

But there is another aspect of this star persona On the one hand with the
emergence of newer media, increasing number of Bengali telev1s1on channels press’

increased -focus on Tollywood ‘news’, accessibility of Youtube interviews, blogs and

»1.‘” See Sean Redmond and Su Holmes, Stardom and Celebrity: A Redaer (Sage Publication, 2007) p. 11.
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social networking sites the persona of Rituparno‘ Ghosh gained a wider pbpularity. _Qn'the ’
‘other hand the mimicry of the specificity of Rituparno Ghosh’s way of talking serVed' in

television shows and even in some advertlsements for comrc relief and became extremely _

‘ :popular Especrally a popular s stand. up comedy show erakkel (Zee Bangla) and another .

programme - hosted by well known anchor of Bengall telev1sron Mir, made fun of th1s star
persona and his mannerisms. Thls mlmlcry of Ghosh’s effemlnate gestures ‘and his
distinct voice quahty does- not necessarlly always apprec1ate the' ‘difference’ of a '
‘personahty, ‘but generates a sexrst pleasure that is wrdely present in the conservatlve' |
bhadralok gender sen51b111ty Thus one can see. that there are contradlctlons in Ghosh’

star discourses. The appeal of Ghosh s stardom does not only 11e in the 51mphst1cv '
acceptance of the ‘dlfference but in the plurahty of its meamng makmg in the pubhc )

' sphere a
Conclusion:

This chapter has been a brief attempt to map the extra filmic-texts prcduced by the
d1scourse of the post 1990s Bengah parallel’ cinema which I do thlnk work as more than
~ just an ‘excess’ in bhadralok film going culture. There are other aspects and areas such as

television telecasts, awards, recognmons,. DVD features that one could also include in
this discnssion. For instance in DVD shops in Kolkata, separate racks and shelves are
maintained for contempdrary mainstrearn and_"‘parallel’ Bengali 'ﬁ»lrns». A recent award
show organized by the Beng‘ali televi_siOn channel Star Jalsa maintained this “difference’
in a strange way, giving awards to mainstream andxparallel Bengali films in separate
categories; like best ﬁlrn/ hest inchative film, best hero/ best actor etc. These approaches
| and their strategies did not_always result in a wholeness of narrative but reveals the '
contradictions in t-he_cnltural'andv-rned'ia worlds. My approachv here has been to try and

read these contradictions. '
The logic of publicity for this parallel cinema and their parallel-ness faces a

dilemma when corporate house involvement like that of Venkatesh ﬁlms tries to target

these films to a larger mass. Later films like Anjan Dutta’s Bong Connection (2007) or
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Sudeshna Roy, Abhiji Guha’s Cross ‘Connection (2009) followed a publicity language
that was distanced from the dramatic model of the mainstream," hut was also notcl_ose to
‘the literary Bengali used in’ publicizing the parailel-neSS of certain' ﬁlms Ghosh’s starg
discourse on the other hand, as I've trred to argue, is engaged wrth the plurahty of 1ts
appeal Thus my effort to- study the extra filmic texts and their multlple dlmensrons does K
not lead to a closed study of these materials. 1 beheve that further studres would be able
to present d1fferent and more constructive arguments regardrng these that Tam unable to-
reach at this point-in my approach and methodology Therefore as a concludmg note I‘
dwould like to end my chapter keepmg it open ended for further dlscussmns and -

poss1b111t1es of research
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Conclusion

This dissertation is an attempt to read some features of the post liberalization
Bengali parallel’ cinema with a focus on its nostalgia drscourse And at the same time I_
have questroned this very category ‘parallel’ as not somethmg that is pre-grven and have
tried to problematize the nostalgia dlscourse in its constructed _ness within its context. I
have tried to interrogate the term parallel’ in the post hberallzatron Bengali cmematlc :

context, and have attempted to argue that this parallel -ness was formed because of its

 differentiating strategy from the mainstream and it’s 1mag1ned contmuatlon of the earlier
Bengali cinematic tradltlon And hence I have tried to’ demonstrate how this cmema is |
“formed in an mtersectmg plane of the idea of contmuatlon and the strategy of
‘difference’. The ‘strategy of ‘dlfference worked not only in terms of the ﬁlm texts’
conscious use of aesthefic devices and thematic content, but also in its exhrbrtlon logic,
its publicity texts, its promotional strategies and even in-the idea of the star drrector of
this film cultﬁ_re, Rituparno Ghosh. Ghosh embodies this idea of ‘differ'ent’ Bengali
cinema being a ‘different’ film maker who embodies the difference that is central to his
star-director persona and to the appeal of his. ﬁlms On the other hand, he and his films
and the post 1990s parallel’ stream were 1rnag1ned as a continuation of the tradition of
the ‘good’ Bengali films of the past, especially of the 1950s and the 1960s. And hence
this dissertation engages with the question of the memory of good’ old »B'engalvi films
with respect to which this ‘parallel’ stream was imagined. And ‘in my dissertation I have
tried to explore how the bhadralok memory of ‘good’/ bhadralok cinema acted in
shaprng the post Ilberahzatlon Bengah ‘parallel’ stream on different levels and in |
different registers. In the ﬁrst chapter, I have attempted to map how the ‘memory’ of
earlier Bengali films and the idea of the dissatisfied bhadralok audience of the
contemporary acted through the narrative of reclamation in terms of the production-
distribution-exhibition set up, and I see this as a departure from the earlier Bengali
‘parallel’/ “art house; cinema tradition. In my second chapter I have tried to problematize
further this question of nostalgia and past-ness in terms of some film texts and their

narrativization techniques and style. In the last chapter I have been concerned with the
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extra filmic texts of this film culture with a particular emphasis on their constructions of

_parallel-ness, in its logic of continuation and difference.

Drawing clues from the theorists of memory studies my dissertation did not see
the ‘memory of old Bengali ﬁlms as something fixed, available for memoriahzmg in the
post liberalization parallel’ stream but there to reread, rewrite, construct, develop,
select and order. ‘The questlon I have ra1sed in my. dlssertation is: to whom does this
memory belong" If the bhadralok is the obv1ous answer to this question then how do We ‘
define the relationality between bhadralok cinema a and bhadralok memory? The question
| ‘that I wanted to raise further is that whether this memorializing when institutionalized in
different sectors, rather than working as a class construction also produees the class that it l
belongs to. Similarly,-if the'memory of bhddralok cinema gave birth to the_discourse of -
post liberalization bhadralok films, then.IWhether or not these films themselves and the
discourse generated' around them took part in construetirig'the' memory of the bhadralok
- cinematic past. The whole questlon of memorializmg becomes complicated when it 1s
located on the plane of Bengali cinema’s history writing ‘discourses: Because, in my
observatlon the 1990s is also the period when different public sectors became engaged
with Bengali cinema’s history writmgvpractice. And in most of these narratives, the
‘glorious’ previous decades of Bengali cinema were established against the “crisis’ of the
contemporary. From a crisis ridden present the ‘glorious’ past was historicized. It is
interesting to observe that when this history was being ‘made’, the ‘parallel’ 'Bengali
cinema imagined itself as a ‘continuation’ of the earlier good Bengali films and indulged
in different kinds of nostalgia narratives and cinematic memorializing. ‘Oneinstance is
the connection between the lamentation for the ‘ideal’ bhadralok self in Bengal’s pubhc

phere discourse and the cinema of generatlonal conﬂict that came into practice in the
later period. But largely, the post liberalization bhadralok cinema approaches ~and
appropriates this nostalgia in cinematic form and expresses it in indirect ways and
symptomatically. The flashback being a favorite narrational strategy of these films, forms
a past-ness in these ﬁlms and acts as both its appeal and its politics. In these narratives of

relationship anxiety, past-ness is generated again and again in narrative form and content:
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and it provides the bhadralok pleasure of the romanticism of the past and the ‘inability’

to approach the idea of the present or the contemporary. |

With my readmg of a limited number of film texts, some production histories and
some observations regardmg the logic of pubhc1ty and receptlon I can not possibly claim
to speak of the entire film production system of the Bengah film industry in the above
" mentioned period Neither have I elaimed that this nostalgia. mode and the narrative of

‘reclamation’ is the only trope through which this film culture can be read. There must be
other approaches from which inferventions can be made My method of interrogating this
field and seeing it as a nostalgic film practice hence does not lead toa closed reading of
this ﬁlm practice, and I see that it must be open to further studies and queries. Here one _
might also observe that the mode of nostalgia that I am talkmg about can be found in
other periods, in some other forms as well. Here I will state that I do not see these
| features as complete transformations or totally new. I yvould rather suggest that the shifts.
~ between two periods might not always involve complete chénges of te)rts or practices, but
might actually be reformulations or restructurings of certain features that did pre exist. It
is through this logic that I periodize the hody of films and the whole film br?cti'ce. My
point is not to discover something ‘new’ in this decade of Bengali film practice; raithe_r it
is how certain given features were being organized as doriiinant from marginal positions.
I have explored how certain features and different concerns with no pre existing

coherence have formed this film culture and also produced tensions within it.

And yet it is also true that the parallel cinema discourse did not sustain itself
_. beyond a point of time, at least in the way it was de31gned or its discourse of parallel-ness
.was developed. The idea and the need of the ‘parallel’ that was imagined and came into
being in the late 1980s, was based on a ‘crisis narrative’ of the bhadra public sphere as
I’ve discussed earlier in this dissertation. Whatever the reasons may be, ih the last two/
three years, public sphere discussions of Bengah cinema have moved from the “crisis
narrative’ towards the “celebration’ of Bengali ﬁlms And in this celebratory narrative,
the news of the recognition of Bengali art house films on national/ international platforms |

is shared along with the record breaking hits of ‘mainstream’ block busters like MLA
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Fatakesto or some other films. It is too early to conclude if this is just a change ‘in the
{appr_oach. of -,_the Bengali public sphere towards t-h_e m’ains_t_ream, or the nature of public
sphere. d'i.scouree itself is transforming. And the question that Moinak:Biswas has asked in
_his essay‘ regarding the broader context is relei'ant' toment_‘io‘n here. Biswas, observing ‘
changes in certain aspects of Bengali cultural Iife-in"recent times ‘has aéked “does that
‘,bhadra circle exist in the same fonn?” He observes the dommance of a certain kind of " ,
entertamment and cultural form (for 1nstance in song, dance and comic performances on
televrsron) Whrch could not have been thought of a few years back in the Bengali pubhc‘

' context

. In the case of Bengah cinema, the bhadra nostalgla discourse also started ,
: functlomng differently Wlth new: dlrectors A film like Madly Bangalz (2009) by Anjan |
Dutta that narrates the nostalgia story of a Bengali band and its d1ssolut1on adopts a
styi@ that- does not quite follow the past-ness logic of parallel cinema, but refers to the
present moment in youth culture in multiple registers.” Another film like Autograph
(ShI'l_]lt Mukharjee, 2010) starts narrating the story of a director who wants to remake
Satyajit Ray’s Nayak and ends up as a story of a film star Arun Chatterjee (Prasenjlt
Chatterjee), almost playing himself in it.- Autograph, in a way, starts with thematic and
visual_references to nostalgia icons like Satyajit Ray and Uttam Kumar, and appropriates
the star actor Prasenjeet who was criticiied and denounced earlier as a star for ‘lower

class’ Bengali film in a discourse of urban sensation and youth culture.

. With an increase in the average.budget for a Bengali film and an increase in the
number of Bengali films released per year in recent years, the media focuses on the.
growing market possibilities of Bengali films that includes regular slots given to Bengali
films at multiplexes outside of Bengal, or the formation of Databaéar Media Venture
which facilitates the global circulation of Bengali films. The interventions of new

technology, corporate house investments, and digital film making practices have a role in

! See Moinak Biswas, “Changing Scenes,” Sarai Reader- 08: Fear, p. 203.

2 Biswas wrote “Not only the ceding of verbal ground but an attendant physical idiom, ﬂymg in the face of
bhadralok taste, is receiving a ‘performative sanction from the family on screen,” p. 204.

3 Like it appropriates the euphoria of Bengali band culture in its promos, publicity posters, used a “quasi
English Bengali language”(Biswas, Op. cit, p-205) etc.
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‘the changing scenario of Bengali cinema accompanied by a change in film discourses in
“the contemporary moment. Eveh .Nandc_m has changed with its regular release of
mainstream Bollywood films; and so has the im,'aginatio.n' of the “quality” of the film
crow_d' earlier associated with it. Other significant changes that have come intd the market
sincé 2007/08 is that the rural belt has lost its importance rémarkably as the major basis
“of the B.engaliv film market. A'vlb'he same rural belt and its mass audiénée irhagined as
habituated to folk entertainmeﬁt that c,ansed the ‘rupture’ in iniagining the targe_t audience
durmg the industrial crisis in the late 1970s and 1980s ha_S become less important in film
promotions, publicity and v advertisements in ‘the'v cbﬁtempor’é;r?“'moment;‘ ‘Tﬁat’s why
Swapah Saha asserts that his ‘kind of films’ can not cope with the present market and the
big budget approach :'of the contemporary.* He admits that his era is almost chf and that
he hés not had much work since the lést two/ three years. The bther' end of the story is
that produétioﬁ hoxvlsesv like- Vénkétesh ‘Fillms popularly known for their Bengali
c‘:(‘)lmmérciall ﬁlf“ﬁs Have incfeasingly engaged‘ with the niche film mafket and the
_alfemative ﬁlmf@makers. vPos‘t' Chokher Bali they have taken interest in the ‘parallel’
“stream and produced films like Shrijit Mukharjee’s Autograph (2010), Sanjay Nag’s
AMe;méries in March (2011) or thé very recent Apama Sen film [ti Mrinalini/ Yours
Mrinalini (2011) designedv for the urban audience of Bengali films. A ﬁlin maker like
Haranath Chakraborty. has recently made a film Chalo Paltai (Let;s tra‘nsfoﬁn/ 2011)
with a narrative style aﬁd a publicity logic that goes against his image of the successful
Yjatra type’ commercial Bengéli ﬁlm maker of the earlier period. That does not meén that
‘the mainstream song and dance formula film has taken a backseat at the box office; nor
that ‘parallel’ middle class relationship stories are no more treated as somethi»hg—'(;)f high
~quality in the public sphere. The thing is that the idea of the parallel and the binary thai‘it
fo;rned with the mainstream does not work in a similar fashion anymore. How these -
changes are restructuring the ‘parallel’ diécourse' of Bengali cinema in the present
scenario is a different issué to discuss and not within the scope of this dissertation. This
dissertation is just an attempt to map the emergence of a ‘parallel’ film cultufe in the

Bengali film industry during the 1990s that was sustained for more than a decade aligning

4 Author’s interview with Swapan Saha, 15™ December, 2010.
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itself with the moment of the memofializing ﬁf Beéngili cinema and the writing of a

" Bengali film history.
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_Filmography
Abaf Arc.znye"( Goutam Ghosh, 2003)

' Aboﬁomﬁ_zan (Ritupamo théh, 2(_)10.)v :
Antdheen (Apiruddha Rdych(F)Wdhvury,_2OQ9)‘ |
Antarmaizc;l (Rituparno Ghov.slrl, 2.0_.(.)5),
Anuranan ( Aniruddha Rdychowdhury, 2007) |
Asukh ( Ritupamo Ghosh, 1999) o
Autog_rabh (Shrijit :Mﬁkheljeé, 201 i) | o
éallygungé Cbi4_rt ( I"inaki Chaudi'lury,.20_07) |
Bariwaii ( R‘itupamb_ Ghosh, 1 999) - |

: Bhalo Theko ( Gautam Halder, 2003) '

» Bj}a?ikromi ( Ashok Viswanathan,_2006)
Chokher Bali (Rituparno Ghosh, 2003)

Chha E Chhuti (Aniket Chattopadhyay, 2009)
Dahan ( Rituparno Ghosh, 1997)
Dosar ( Rituparﬁo Ghosh, 2006)

Dekha (Gautam Ghosh, 2001)

Dwitiyo Basanta ( Abhijit Dasgupta, 2005)

- Ek Je Achhe Kanya (Subrata Sen, .2:001).

Ekti T ar’ar Khnoje (Avik Mukhpadhyay, 2010)
Faltu (‘Anjan Das, 2005- )
Hathat Nirar Janye (Subrata Sen, 2004)

Hemanter Pakhi ( Urmi Chakraborty, 2003)
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Herbert (Suman Mukhopadhyay, 2006)
Hirer Ahgti (Ritgpamo Ghosh, 1992) |
I Shrikanta ( Anjan Das, 2004)

, Jaﬁ_z Bristite Vijechhilo (AnJan Das; 2067)
Kéquurysh ( Buddhédéb Dasgupta, 2008)
K’hve'l.a_‘( Ritupamo Ghosh,- 2008) B B |

.Léal Dérja ( Buddhadeb Dasgupta, 1.997) :
Mor_; Amour ( Shubhajit_Mitra.,. 2008) |
Mddly ‘B:angali (Anj aﬁ Dut"l[a,v 2009)
No'ukadubi' (Ri»tqﬁamo_ Ghosh, 201 1)
Paromitar Ekdin ( Aparné_ Sen, 2000)
Prahar ( Shubhadro Chowdhury, 2004)
Shob' Charitro Kalpanik ( Rituparno Ghosh, 2009)
Shubho Mahurat ( Rituparno Ghosh, 2002)
Shukno Lanka (Gaurab'Pandey, 20‘10)
Shanjhbaatir Rupkathara ( Anjah Das, 2002)
T eesta ( Bratya Basu, 2005 ) |
The Japanese Wife ( Aparna Sen, 2010)
Titli ( Rituparno Ghosh; 2002)

Unishe April ( Rituparno-Ghosh, 1996)
Utsab ( Rituparno Ghosh, 2000)
Warish ( Kaushik Généﬁly, 2004)

Yugant ( Aparna Sen, 1996)
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