Swarthmore College

Works

Dance Faculty Works Dance

2016

Sensory Screens, Digitized Desires: Dancing Rasa From Bombay
Cinema To Reality TV

Pallabi Chakravorty
Swarthmore College, pchakral@swarthmore.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://works.swarthmore.edu/fac-dance

0 Part of the Dance Commons

Recommended Citation

Pallabi Chakravorty. (2016). "Sensory Screens, Digitized Desires: Dancing Rasa From Bombay Cinema To
Reality TV". Oxford Handbook Of Screendance Studies. 125-142. DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/
9780199981601.013.6

https://works.swarthmore.edu/fac-dance/105

This work is brought to you for free by Swarthmore College Libraries' Works. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Dance Faculty Works by an authorized administrator of Works. For more information, please contact
myworks@swarthmore.edu.





















/1

"#$0%'

BCDB;:< B8:.CCDB AE!FCA ACB:CB

(
D 1
1] > " I
>
(
!
2
@
E
I # >
A
?(
I ( -+
B > @ B >
2 B
@ B >
:?9 E A
?
BB/
0 > | #
(
| #
2
LL I | ( 2



132 PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

A Bombay film that was saturated with spectacular song and dance sequences and
was a mega hit was Jhank Jhanak Payal Baje (i955)> directed by V. Shantaram. It was shot
in Technicolor and starred Kathak exponent Gopi Krishna and director Shantaram'’s
dancer wife Sandhya. The story was based on two people who were in love with each
other and the classical arts. The choreography by Gopi Krishna mostly drew on the
traditional kathak repertoire. VVasant Desai composed the music and the lyrics were by
poet Hazrat Jaipuri. In a song and dance sequence, Shantaram highlighted the tandava
(powerful dancing associated with the Hindu deity Shiva) by Gopi Krishna; his leaps,
footwork, and lightning spins created the melodrama of Jhanak Jhanak Payal Baje?*A
song and dance sequence based on Radha Krishna chherchhar (flirtatious playfulness)
connected the film indelibly to the kathak repertoire. The kathak hols (mnemonic syl-
lables), the kavits (poetry), the gopinis (the cowherd girls), and Radha and Krishna
dancing their divine dance all evoked the sensibility of a staged classical dance drama
in a mythic landscape (the film belongs to the Hindi mythological film genre).

The innovative song and dance sequences in Bombay films such as Jhanak Jhanak
Payel Baje and Chandralekha generated public interest in the classical dances during
the 1940s and 1950s, just as Uday Shankar had hoped with his film Kalpana. The films
discussed so far charted a national imagery of classical beauty, mythic love, and ide-
alized landscape: In the words of Christopher Pinney they evoked “a more ‘sublimi-
nal' and more ‘innocent’ depiction of an idealized nationspace.”—one could argue a
national space awash in tradition and culture.

On the other hand, the movies by Wadia Movie Tone such as Diamond Queen etched
a different nationalist image. The film departed from essentialist ideas of a national tra-
dition to amore inclusive and hybrid model of Indian modernity. Madhurika, the her-
oine in Diamond Queen, was played by Nadia. Trained in ballet, she was from Australia
(but of Greek ethnicity), and was originally named Mary Evans. She became the most
famous stuntwoman in Bombay films. She was identified as a Bombaywali (a resident
of Bombay), a model of cosmopolitan Indian identity in the film.~ In films such as
Howrah Bridge (1958), Helen, another Bombay film actress of foreign descent (in this
case Anglo-Burmese) was an iconic dance figure of cosmopolitanism. Although in the
film she was the anti-heroine or promiscuous dancer vamp, she is Bollywood's original
“item girl” (to be discussed later). Her famous dance in the film Howrah Bridge, “Mera
Naam Chinchinchu,” which was sung by Geeta Dutt, was a landmark sequence ofboth
Madhurika's dancing and an imagining oftransnational national space. The settingwas a
cafe in Calcutta, which represented a transnational node for people from Burma, China,
England, and India. The choreography was a medley of different Western dances, espe-
cially from the Swing era in America. The backup dancers executed with ease the part-
nering and steps associated with swing. The choreography was by Surya Kumar, who
belonged to a group of choreographers in Bombay who were adept at kathak dance and
western ballroom styles. Jay Borade, the choreographer ofthe film Hum Apke Hai Kaun
(Who Am I to You?, which I discuss later), worked as Kumar's assistant for a long time.

Another significant example of a Western cosmopolitan medley of shake and
shimmy was Teesri Manzil (1966). The film was a hit and launched the career of music



