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S
ports films are almost always
predictable. In the first 20
minutes, I have been able to
guess how they will wind up.

We all knew how Shahrukh Khan's
Chak De! India would close. Ditto
with Bhaag Milkha Bhaag about the
'Flying Sikh', a marathon runner, or
Dhoni: The Untold Story or 83 on
India's spectacular World Cup crick-
et victory. Amit Ravidernath Shar-
ma's Maidaan, now playing in the-
atres though hardly attracting foot-
falls, follows the same pattern of
how an Indian football team won
the gold medal in the 1962 Asian
Games, defeating unruly and
aggressive Korean players. At three
hours long, the movie certainly did
not have a substantial plot or any-
thing significantly different to say.
Maybe two hours would have been
more than enough.

The story plays out mostly in
Calcutta (Kolkata now after our var-
ious state governments went on a
renaming spree), which brought
back memories of a lovely city (love-
lier people and great culture, not to
forget the yummy sweets, sandesh
in particular), where I grew up, went
to school and college, and clinched
my first job in this newspaper. I can
never forget the maidan, a lush, vel-
vety green in the heart of the city,
which emerged from Englishman
Job Charnock's mid-day halt on a
hot and humid August afternoon.

There is a lot of Calcutta in
Sharma's work, and his keen eye for
period details elevates the movie
into something romantic. What is
much more gripping is that Maid-
aan is all about football, a game that
every Bengali is crazy about, with
clear battle lines drawn between the

supporters of Mohun Bagan and
East Bengal, both defending their
teams with a kind of mad passion
that sometimes turns into raging
arguments.

Incredible as it may seem, one
man, Syed Abdul Rahim (essayed by
Ajay Devgn), lifted the spirits of
what he called the India Team. He
did not want it to be Bengali or
Hyderabadi (another metropolis
once known for football). He took
the sport to unimaginable heights
with his acumen and intuition,
steering clear of parochialism and
petty politics. Obviously, this led to
resentment and anger in the Foot-
ball Federation of India, some of
whose members rooted for an all-
Bengali team. Or, at least, a majority
of the footballers should be from
that state, they felt. But Rahim went
around the country picking the best,

and this included a Sikh and a boy
from the slums.

The story, which spans from
1952 to 1962, has been penned by
Saiwyn Quadras, Akash Chawla and
Arunava Joy Sengupta with Quadras’s
screenplay, and we see how Rahim
gets together a team and trains it
with all his astuteness to make it so
formidable that it defeats some of the
strongest sides, particularly from
Korea, Thailand and Japan.

Unfortunately, while a lot of the
run time is allotted to Rahim's life
on the ground, we have to be con-
tent with skimpy details about him
as a husband and father. And a fine
actress like Priyamani as his wife,
Saira, has been completely wasted.
A pity.

Also, we learn precious little
about the team itself: the dashing
Chuni Goswami (Amartya Ray), the

lightning-fast PK Banerjee (Chai-
tanya Sharma), and the hardy Jar-
nail Singh (Davinder Singh).

The film is unevenly narrated,
and including two villains—football
administrator Rudranil Ghosh's
Shubhankar and Gajraj Rao's jour-
nalist Roy Babu—looks so comical
that it erodes the power and punch
of Maidaan as it grapples with the
ball kicked and tossed around by
often livid men.

But energetic cinematography
by Tushar Kanti Roy and Fyodor
Lyass gets the movie flying. Devgn
suits the character to a T, and his
morose looks (which reminded me
of Dilip Kumar) come in handy to
tell a story about how a tottering
team picked up the vigour and val-
our to kick the ball into the goalpost.

The writer is a senior film critic

Maidaan turns into a 
wrangling match of fiery footballers
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W
riter duo Siddharth
Singh and Garima Wahal
are happy to have
crossed the first summit

of being a filmmaker. Their directo-
rial debut Dukaan has hit the
screens this Friday. In Kolkata
recently promoting their film, in
their conversation with The States-
man, they talk about surrogacy as a
subject; a subject that has not been
explored much in Indian cinema. 

Here are a few excerpts:

Q. Tell us about your film.

Garima Wahal: This is the first
time Indian cinema will see a film
on commercial surrogacy. Nobody
has dealt with the subject of how
more than 100 women from the sur-
rounding villages of Anand, Gujarat,
once engaged in professional surro-
gacy when it was legal. 

Siddharth Singh: The canvas of
the story is much bigger than any
other film that is made on surrogacy.
The film Mimi concentrated on one
individual, and it was a remake of a
Marathi film. Our film is original
and based on a true story.

Q. You had researched the topic
for more than 10 years?

Siddharth: Surrogacy, at one

point an industry in India, became
an international hub. According to
our research, it was around INR
1,300 crore in worth. We met multi-
ple women who had meagre earn-
ings, were below the poverty line,
and were doing this to better their
own lives. 

Garima: For them, even putting
their children to school was a big deal.
The only risk in this transaction was
the emotional attachment, which
nobody took into account. People
thought that it was a business, a trans-
action for them. It did not factor in the
acknowledgement of an umbilical
cord they (women) possessed. The
film is based on this aspect.

Q. Does the film take a stand on
the subject?

Siddharth: Yes, we are taking a
very strong stand on the fact that
surrogacy has been banned. You
cannot ban this profession. It is the
freedom of a woman; it's her right
over her own body, and no govern-
ment or organisation should inter-
fere with that. This industry doesn't
need an umbrella ban. You can do
better regulation on the rights of a
surrogate. 

Q.What is your target audience?

Siddharth: The film is for both
single halls and multiplexes. We
released it on about 400 screens in

India and 400 globally.
Garima: We have something for

everyone in this film, cutting across
class.

Q. The story revolves around
Anand, where the white revolution
took place? 

Siddharth: The experience of us
being there was almost supernatural.
Gujarat is known for its garba dance,
which means garbh (womb), and
navratri, which symbolises the nine
months of pregnancy. The surrogacy
movement started in Gujarat. What-
ever you want to call it—divine inter-
vention or coincidence—it is a fact.

Garima: The white revolution
provided employment to a large
number of people and changed
people's lives. Surrogacy, too, had
the same effect on the local popula-
tion. Like Amul flourished, we hope
surrogacy also makes a comeback.

Q. The film also deals with the
post-ban situation?

Garima: We have shown the
afterlife, post-ban. The film deals
with the subject of how the ban has
resulted in people's suffering. For a
childless couple, they will figure out
a way out. But for these surrogates,
it was their bread and butter.

Q. How was the switching to
direction from writing?

Siddharth: It was a joint deci-
sion.

Garima: We always knew we
would do this someday. This is a
natural progression.

Q. If you were to choose, direc-
tion or writing?

Siddharth: Actually, directing
your own story is the most difficult
part.

Garima: Both are most fulfilling
for a creative person. You do not
have a personal life left after that.
Writing is the most taxing. It is like
riding a tiger, and you don't know
where it is going to take you. Direct-
ing is about using your creative ener-
gy, balancing actors, and managing
people. It would be much better if
filmmakers like us got more support
from production houses and studios.

Q. Tell us about your Kolkata
connection.

Siddharth: We are connected
with the city through its culture.
Someday, we would like to base our
film in Kolkata. It is a beautiful
place, and it always invites you with
open arms. 

Garima: The city’s vibe is amaz-
ing. We loved the food. I have lived
in Odisha, and that culture is not
very different from Bengal’s. We
want to keep coming back. And the
city has some beautiful minds.

TAPATI CHOWDHURIE

O
n the 120th birth anniversary of
his Guru Rukmini Devi
Arundale, Guru Khagendranath
Barman, an alumnus of

Kalakshetra, released his book Dasiattam
Banam Bharatanatya (Dasi Attam Versus
Bharatanatyam), written in Bengali and
published by Boi Terminus. In his book,
he has traced at length the trials and
tribulations gone through by Rukmini
Nilakanta Sashtri in her mission to resur-
rect Sadir Attam, which was nearing
extinction on account of the ban imposed
on the Devadasi system by the colonial
rulers. Rukmini Devi was the main archi-
tect of the transition from present-day
Bharatanatyam to Dasiattam.

Author Khagendranath Barman, an
Assamese by birth, served Rabindra
Bharati University from 1983 to 2017 as a
professor of Bharatnatyam. His passion
for Bharatanatyam made him go all the
way from Assam to Madras, now renamed
Chennai, to be tutored by Rukmini Devi in
the Pandanallur style of dance. A pass-out
from Kalakshetra, he made the then-
Calcutta his home and served RBU as a
professor for 35 years.

He is the founder and director of
Natanam Kalakshetram, where he trains
aspirants in the Pandanallur style of
Bharatanatyam, which is now known as
the Kalakshetra style of Bharatanatyam.

"Mahaganapati,” the first number
performed by the students of Natanam
Kalakshetra, told, in the language of
dance, the various attributes of Lord
Ganesha by Proloy, Suvankar, Joyeeta,
Mousumi, Debasree, and Susmita.
Rukmini Devi Vandana, by students of
Shri Ramkrishna Chattopadhyay, was in
the same style as Shiv Stuti by Yagnasi
Sasmal. The dancers made their guru
proud. It is amazing indeed to note that
Rukmini Devi’s special day was observed
in Kolkata. It says much about the beauty
of art, which never remains confined to a
place. Guru Khagendranath Barman him-
self excelled in the abhinaya piece “Priye
Charusile,” an astapadi from Jayadeva’s
Geet Govinda. A seasoned artist, he ably
pleaded with his estranged lover, Radha,
in myriad ways to forgive him. It was the
concluding piece of the evening. 

On his revered guru’s 120th birth
anniversary this leap year,
Khagendranath Barman shared his cele-
bration of the event with dancers of other
classical genres, besides his very own
Kalakshetra style of Bharatnatyam. 

Mohana Iyer, a disciple of
Kalamandalam Thankamani Kutty, per-
formed ‘Ganapathy’, worshipping the
golden-hued elephant-headed god in
Mohiniyattam style. The piece's content
consisted of asking for boons of protec-
tion from all the pitfalls of life and
describing them and the music was com-
posed in Ragamalika and Talamalika. The
lyrics, music composition, and dance
composition were all by Natya Kala Ratna
Guru Kala Vijayan, performed by Mohana
Iyer, with Anand Jayaram accompanying
her as a vocalist and violinist. Shankar

Narayanaswamy played the mridangam,
and Gopa Kumar was on Edakka, a per-
cussion instrument used in
Mohiniyattam and Kathakali. Veena
accompanist, Mahadevan Sriram, added
to the richness of the music. Since the
music was pre-recorded, performer
Mohana Iyer could be the nattuvanar.

Sattriya dancer and SNA awardee
Anita Sharma presented Leela
Purusuttam. The Vandana began with a
Nandi Sloke, which was sung in praise of
Lord Rama. The belief that when one
takes his name, he is released from all
pains; his name means strength, helping
one to go ahead on his chosen path, was
reiterated in the soft and aesthetic style of
Sattriya dance. Then followed a Bhatima
of Ankiya Naat, “Ram Bijoy,” written by
Mahapurush Srimanta Sankardeva. The
composition depicted how, during Sita
Swayambar, Lord Ram was the most pow-
erful of all the others present. It narrated
how he destroyed Parashurama’s pride in
his strength and married Sita. The music
composition was by Murari Mohan
Sharma. The piece was in Taal Ek Taal and
Raag Srigandhar.

Thanks to Kathak exponent
Ashimbandhu Bhattacharya and his team
consisting of Avik Chaki and Subroto
Pandit, rasikas got a glimpse of their
excellent Kathak rendition. Both Guru
and Sishyas were in top form. "Naman"
was very significantly an invocation to the
guru, who is omnipotent and present in
every corner of the universe; he is infinite.
The concept of the Guru, who bestows us
with the gift of intellect, knowledge, bless-
ings, et al., expressed in the refined lan-
guage of Kathak, was mesmerising.

The second piece, Ojjas (vigour), is a
composition on Dhamar Tala and in Raga
Darbari. The dancers exhibited the intri-
cacies and technical prowess of Jaipur
gharana coupled with the softness of
Lucknow style through different tukda,
tora, paran, tatakar, and tehai choreo-
graphed keeping in mind time and space.
It was a delectable feast. The complete
involvement of the dancers involved the
audience.  

Manipuri aspirant Rintu Das’
Mahashakti, an invocation of Goddess
Jagaddhatri, choreographed by Bimbavati
Devi and set to various talas such as
Jhaptal of 10 beats, Tanchep of 4 beats,
and Chaartal of 14 beats, was a delightful
watch. The nuances of the Manipuri style
have been meticulously imbibed by the
young dancer. 

Odissi dance performer Rina Jana’s
self-choreographed Tulsi Das’ “Sri
Ramchandra Kripalu Bhaja Mana, Harana
Bhava Bhaya Daarunam” inclusion of
known episodes from the life of Ram in
the Sanchari bhavas added to the richness
of the piece. Traditional music composi-
tions were rearranged by Sukanta Kundu.
The rhythm composition was by
Dhaneswar Swain. Raag Yaman Kalyan,
which is an evening raag, was most
appropriate; the tapas used were a combi-
nation of Jyoti and Tripata.

A very tame and lustreless version of
Poothana Moksham—Salvation of
Pootana—a mono-act drama of blood
and gore was by Proloy Sarkar in Kathakali
style.

Maharaja Swati Tirunal’s lyric
“Shankara Sree Giri Nath Prabhu” about
the dance of Shiva in Chitra Sabha in
Kuchipudi style ending with the per-
former performing ‘Tarangam’ on the rim
of a brass plate lacked the grace and beau-
ty of Kuchipudi dance. 

Programme coordinators Sugata Das
and Himika Barman went a long way
towards the success of the programme.

The writer is a senior dance critic
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There shouldn�t have been a blanket
ban on surrogacy, say filmmakers


