
02-Historical Antecedents of 
Hindi/Bollywood film	




Booth “Traditional Content and Narrative Structure”	


n  Continuation of pre-cinema dramatic forms and stories such as 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, epic and historical stories, legends, 
tales	


n  Continuation of regional and local performance traditions	


n  Drama=song and dance	


n  Reference to epic story-types and characters	




Regional folk theatres:  Ramlila, Krishnalila, nautanki etc.	




Dramatic theory���
	


ª  Codified by Bharata Muni in a theoretical text about dramatic 
theory, the Natyashastra (200 BCE-200 CE)	


ª  Bhava: “feeling, emotion”	


ª  emphasis on emotional diversity	


ª  Eight primary rasas (literally “sap” or juice”): abstract 
emotional states 	




Rasas	


n  Śṛngāram (श"#गार') Love, attractiveness.  
n Hāsyam (हा)य') Laughter, mirth, comedy.  
n Raudram (रौ,') Fury 
n Kāruṇyam (का./य') Compassion, mercy.  
n Bībhatsam (बीभ3स') Disgust, aversion.  
n Bhayānakam (भयानक6) Horror, terror.  
n Vīram (वीर') Heroic mood.  
n Adbhutam (अ9:त') Wonder, amazement.  



“Parsi Theatre” companies (mid- to late 19th cent.)	

	

- Shakespeare plays, Sanskrit drama, Persian romance, folk theatre	

- operatic dance-drama, emphasis on spectacle, emotional acting	




Thematic conventions from myths and epics: The Ramayana 
(Kangra, Punjab, 18th c. painting)	


ª  Hindu values	

ª  loyalty, fidelity	

ª  Samsara, karma 	


ª  duty/dharma 	

ª  ideals of male and female beauty	

ª  the decorated body	

ª   multilayered complex narrative in   

multiple locations	

ª  divinity in human form; good vs. evil; 

female chastity	


ª   family norms but in abnormal 
circumstances	


ª  exile, asceticism and sacrifice	

ª   kingship/nationhood	




 
 
Krishna as Shrinathji, 18th c. painting, Rajasthan���
Govindadeva Krishna, 16th c. sculptural image in 
Govindadeva temple, Jaipur, Rajasthan���
	


n  Darshan=“sacred seeing”	

n  Emphasis on vision	

n  Visuality	

n  Emotional response to what is 

SEEN	

n  Framing	

n  Spectacle	

n  Display	

n  Temporality	

n  Renewal	

n  Sacred history	

 



Some narrative conventions of Hindi cinema:	

	

•    preference for multiple emotional moods, often 	

   conveyed through separate narrative “tracks”	

  (tragedy, comedy, heroic adventure, etc.)	

	

•  “epic” length and structure of films, “non-	

   linear” narrative	

	

•  “star text” as additional narrative	

	

•  “inter-textuality” — deliberate references	

    to earlier films, songs, actors	

	

•  Dyads and triads	

	

	


	

	




Some technical and performance conventions 	

of Hindi cinema	

	

•  lack of concern with “realism” and “invisible style”	

     (“surrealist” style emphasizing cinematic illusion)	


•   use of music, song (poetry), and dance for spectacle	

     and to advance plot or develop character	


•  “playback” singing, song “picturization” (dubbing, non-synch sound, and the      ���
 extra-filmic life of film music)	


•   non-“realist” acting style; use of direct address, “frontality,” heightened   ���
 emotion	


•   frequent emphasis on male gaze, and poetic and ���
 visual references to eyes and looking  	


 	




Some thematic conventions of Hindi cinema:	


•  Triumph of god over evil	


•  Misidentifications and recovery of  “true” identity that resolves dramatic 
conflict	


•   dosti, strong male friendship/loyalty	


•   nationalism (and its critique)	


•   powerful Mother-son bond	


•   “family values” (patriarchal extended  family as microcosm of society, 
nation)	


•  Sacrifice, stoicism	


•   conflict between desire and individual fulfillment vs. duty and family 
loyalty	




13th cent.	


19th c 	


Traditional art:	

	

•  unconcern with	

perspectival illusion	

	

•  stress  on	

  “frontality,” 	

   darshan	




Ragas and Raginis (Ragamala=Garland of Melody); ���
18th c. miniature painting from courts of Rajasthan���
	


n  Conventionalized moods 
and emotions conveyed 
through glance, gesture, 
facial expression	




	

Raja Ravi Varma	

	

1848 - 1906	

	

(Western-style	

“realism,”	

perspective,	

figure-modeling)	




Popular commercial art as	

Indian “magical realism”	




Lumière Cinématographe:	

Watson’s Hotel, Bombay, July 7, 1896	




Photography in India	

	

1840 onward	




D. G. Phalke	

“Dadasaheb” Phalke	

1870 - 1944	

“Father of Indian cinema”	




Phalke’s reaction to viewing The Life of Christ (1911):	

	

“While the life of Christ was rollng fast before my	

physical eyes, I was mentally visualising the Gods,	

Shri Krishna, Shri Ramachandra, their Gokul and	

Ayodhya.  I was gripped by a strange spell.  I bought	

another ticket and saw the film again.  This time	

I felt my imagination taking shape on the screen.	

Could we, the sons of India, ever be able to see	

Indian images on the screen?  The whole night passed	

in this mental agony.”	




Raja Harishchandra 	

(1913), first	

feature-length	

Indian film	




Raja Harischandra	




100 years of Indian Cinema-2013	




August 15, 1947:  Independence of India and Pakistan	



