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CINEMA

Pans and
tilts of
Kolkata
The City of Joy is drawing
filmmakers, cameras and
crews like never before.
By Gautaman Bhaskaran

T

oday, there is a huge
debate on the sensitively
made small cinema, and
how the insensitively,
illogically created big
film is playing predator. A classic
case of the large fish gobbling up the
tiny fish. We have seen this in the
case of Hollywood and its big bucks
intimidating the independent movie
or that which is made outside the
all-powerful studio system. We have
also seen this unequal battle in India,
between Big Brother Bollywood and
small fry indie.
It is in this scenario that a
realisation is dawning. That small
cinema which is meaningfully
mounted, sensibly scripted and
perfectly performed is being
increasingly sought after and
savoured by more and more people.
Movies like The Ship of Thesus
and BA Pass are great and recent
examples. The first talks about
human organ donation, while the
second is the seedy story of a teenage
boy and his life as a gigolo, exploited
by rich and bored wives.
There is then the less sordid stuff
but gripping in a way. A film like
Kahaani or Lootera or Barfi or the
earlier Parineeta whose plots were
riveting even though they did not
always attempt to narrate feel-good
tales.
These movies draw me to another
interesting aspect: Kolkata being the
playing field for them. All were shot
in the City of Joy or around it. Even
a film like Vicky Donor had a liberal
touch of the Bengali culture and
language. One segment of Special 26
unfolded in Kolkata’s madly crowded
Burra Bazar.
This brings me to the metropolis
itself, famous for having served
as Job Charnock’s mid-day halt
centuries ago, famous for having
been the British Empire’s Second
City, and eternally famous for its
culture. Bengal has a lovely language,
a delicious cuisine (the sweets are
simply out of this world) and, above

all, it has a grand history of cinema.
Let us not forget that Satyajit Ray
took Indian cinema across the seas.
Cannes discovered him in 1956 when
he made Pather Panchali, his own
hometown a little later, and the rest
of the world soon after that.
Ray was not alone. Kolkata has had
a string of great helmers, right from
the late Ritwick Ghatak to Mrinal Sen
to Buddhadeb Dasgupta. Also, men
like Dibankar Banerjee, Aparna Sen
and Rituparno Ghosh (who passed
away some time ago) behind the
camera, and Soumitra Chatterjee,
Madhabi Mukherjee, Suchitra Sen
and even the late Uttam Kumar put
Bengali cinema on a high pedestal.
Kolkata felt proud and rightly so.
In many ways, when I reminisce
about my early life which I was
fortunate enough to spend in what
was then Calcutta (before politicians
got into a mad frenzy about changing
names), I feel that I developed a
taste for meaningful cinema largely
because I grew up there.
In Kolkata, my neighbour was a
sprawling cinema hall — Basusree —
on whose screen I watched some of
the most lilting fantasies of the age.
If a Shammi Kapoor “yahooed” with
Saira Banu on the snows of Kashmir,
there was Joy Mukherjee rickshawpulling Sadhana on the ups and
downs of Shimla. Waheeda Rehman’s
ghostly song on the moor to allure
Biswajeet (not Baskerville) haunted
me all right, but I grew up at a time
when cinema lit up our minds with a
spirit of positive pleasure.
But Basusree played not only
these. Some of the best of Ray and
Ghatak and Sen were screened
there. They educated me in the
finer nuances of the medium, and
gradually, I began to find joy in them.
There was something infectious
about this kind of cinema, and
Kolkata contributed in no small way
to its growth. And I think producers,
writers and directors are now starting
to get attracted to the city, perhaps
seeking inspiration from a milieu

which bred masters of the medium.
Bollywood is marching to Bengal,
more specifically Kolkata, to ready
the shots, get the cameras rolling
and to nudge grease-painted men
and women into action. Tigmanshu
Dhulia (remembers his brilliant
Paan Singh Tomar with an equally
brilliant Irrfan) is shooting Bullet
Raja with Saif Ali Khan (with a
fine performance in Omkara) and
Sonakshi Sinha.
It is said that Dhulia approached
Khan after his outstanding acting in
Omkara. Originally called Jai Ram
Ji Ki, Dhulia’s movie was re-titled
Bullet Raja to keep it in tune with its
gangster plot. It was filmed in some
of the most celebrated Kolkata spots
like Dalhousie Square (renamed
as BBD Bag, and home to the State
Secretariat, Writers Buildings),
Princep Ghat (on the banks of the
River Hooghly) and Kumartuli (where
hundreds of clay models of Hindu
gods and goddesses are created out
mud by tens of unsung, nameless
artists). Fox is producing and
distributing Bullet Raja.
Ali Abbas Zafar’s romancewheeled-on-crime, Gunday, has also
used Kolkata as a backdrop to tell the
tale of two small-time crooks, who
later get more ambitious (or greedy)
and slip into the world of coal mafia.
With Arjun Kapoor and Priyanka
Chopra as leads, Gunday has some
breathtaking shots of the Howrah
Bridge and 1980s nostalgia.
Director Dibankar Banerjee
(Shanghai, Khosla Ka Ghosla)
takes us to an even earlier time,
the 1940s Kolkata with his nowin-progress Detective Byomkesh
Bakshi. A fictional sleuth created
by Sharadindu Bandypadhyay, the
lawyer-turned-author. He was
deeply influenced by Sherlock
Holmes, Hercule Poirot and their
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Trams are unique to Kolkata. The city’s old world charm — coupled with
cheap labour and a talent pool of actors – works out well for filmmakers.
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likes, crafting a character who was
not just a cardboard copy of the
Western investigator. Along with
Ray’s Feluda, Bakshi remains one
of the most endearing detectives in
Bengali literature.
Banerjee said recently that “as a kid,
I used to feel a strange thrill when I read
Byomkesh Bakshi stories. I wanted to
make it since I was 14, and now, after
having made other movies, I wanted
that thrill back. I want to hook the
audiences with a rich, layered detective
story.”
Banerjee is also enamoured of the
Mahanagar or metropolis. He rued:
“Like the rest of India, Kolkata too
has changed over the past 20 years.
Buildings have been torn down,
much of its past beauty is gone ...
But in my film, I hope to capture the
beautiful and thrilling city that has
been lost for ever. I can still manage
to do that because no other city has
preserved its links with its past like
Kolkata.
“So you walk into the police
commissioner’s office and he turns
out to be an antiquarian and speaks
for an hour about the police force in
the ’40s. At the port trust, the head
of securities is an antiquarian and
a literary enthusiast. We talk for an
hour about the comparative merits of

Feluda and Byomkesh. Then he gives
me a history of the port trust, which
he has helped write. In no other
city are people so conscious of their
history,” added Banerjee.
Kolkata will see more cameras
and crews. Sujoy Ghosh is all set for
his sequel to Kahaani, and Shoojit
Sircar’s upcoming Madras Café,
starring John Abraham and Priyanka
Chopra, will have one segment
happening in Kolkata.
I am told that it is the classic
panoramic old world charm —
coupled with cheap labour and a
talent pool of local actors in the
city — that takes them to Kolkata.
“People have exhausted Mumbai
locations, while a lot still remains
to be explored in Kolkata,” averred
Sircar. Agreeing with this, Ghosh
said he “re-discovered the charm of
the city I grew up in, and hence I will
continue to enamour people with it
even in the sequel.”
Indeed. Kolkata certainly charmed
me, and made me cinema literate in
the true sense of the term.
(Gautaman Bhaskaran grew up in
what was then Calcutta soaking in its
wonderfully rich repertoire of music
and movies, and he may be e-mailed
at gautamanb@hotmail.com)

