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FILM DANCE, FEMALE STARDOM, AND THE PRODUCTION OF GENDER IN
POPULAR HINDI CINEMA
Usha lyer, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2014

This dissertation undertakes a historical and theoretical analysis of constructions of gender and
sexuality through popular Hindi film dance. This hybrid dance form, primarily staged by female
performers until recently, has featured a syncretic mix of Indian classical and folk dance
traditions as well as transnational dance forms since the early 20" century. My study of this
popular cultural form explores the interactions of Hindi cinema with indigenous and foreign
dance forms, constructions of the performing body and of spaces of performance, differing
narratives and histories of male and female stardom, and the mechanisms for the ideological
constitution of the Indian spectator-subject. Drawing on interdisciplinary work on stardom,
gender analysis, and performance theories from the contemporary field of dance studies as well
as ancient South Asian texts on performance, | investigate the role of dance in the construction of
the stardom of four iconic dancer-actresses from the 1930s to the 1990s: Sadhona Bose,
Vyjayanthimala, Waheeda Rehman, and Madhuri Dixit.

This project employs a body-space-movement framework (studying the spaces of dance,
the movement vocabularies used, and the resulting construction of star bodies) to engage in a
broader discussion of cinematic representation, body cultures, and the construction of gender. |
propose a taxonomy of song-and-dance sequences to consider the various functions of musical
and dance sequences in popular Hindi cinema and examine the gendering of performance in each
of these registers. Employing the body-space-movement framework, | suggest that dance often
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enables female dancer-actresses to author particular types of cinematic narratives. Each chapter
undertakes a historical analysis of the question of respectability that has dominated discourses on
dance and film acting by women, and investigates thus the links between ideology, stardom, and
constructions of femininity.

Through a sustained analysis of film dance, | engage with questions that have long
occupied scholars of South Asian cinema: how does popular Hindi cinema generate spectatorial
desire and engagement differently than other cinematic cultures, through what mechanisms does
the song-and-dance sequence produce romantic, erotic, and communitarian affects, and what are
the specific mobilizations of space, movement, and bodies that create the particular address of

this cinema?
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fellow international student, and kitchen-table limer; Ryan for ever-ready intellection and
inebriation, and for watching all those Bollywood films at the Waterfront with me; Seung-hwan
for the careful reading and listening, and jewelry-modeling craziness at The Cage; Kuhu for
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1.0 INTRODUCTION: FILM DANCE, FEMALE STARDOM, AND THE

PRODUCTION OF GENDER IN POPULAR HINDI CINEMA

As forms invested in the exploration and exhibition of movement, cinema and dance have had a
long history of engagement. Cinema enlisted dance from its very beginnings — in films like
Dickson Experimental Sound Film (William K. L. Dickson, 1894) and Annabelle the Dancer
(William K. L. Dickson, William Heise, 1895), the Edison Manufacturing Company employed
dancers to demonstrate cinema’s propensity for the spectacular display of movement. The shared
investment in movement ensured a spontaneous intermediality between early cinema and dance,
with traditional or exotic dances frequently featured during the first decade of cinema (Guido
143). In India, the earliest produced films like Dances from Alibara, Moner Mantan, Sonar
Swapan (Hiralal Sen, 1903) and Dancing of Indian Nautch Girls (Elphinston Bioscope, 1906)
reveal a similar interest in dance. In what is considered the first Indian narrative film, Raja
Harishchandra (D. G. Phalke, 1913), we see an instance of devotional singing and dancing,
while D. G. Phalke’s later films, Lanka Dahan (1917) and Kaliya Mardan (1919), feature more
elaborate dances drawing from native folk dance forms. While the films do not survive, there are
reports of dance segments and dancing girl characters in films from the 1920s such as Andhare
Alo (The Influence of Love, Sisir Bhaduri, Naresh Mitra, 1922), Pati Bhakti (Human Emotions,
J.J.Madan, 1922), and Kalyan Khajina (The Treasures of Kalyan, Baburao Painter, 1925) (Gopal

and Moorti 25). A late silent film, Diler Jigar (Gallant Hearts, G.P. Pawar, 1931) combines its



swashbuckling attractions with a dance sequence by the heroine, Saranga (Lalita Pawar), who
shimmies with a knife and a tambourine as part of an acrobat group. However, it is with the
introduction of sound to Indian cinema in 1931 that song-and-dance sequences begin to feature
as a regular element of popular film narratives. In the manner of the early talkies in Hollywood,
advertisements from Indian films magazines in the 1930s show that many early Indian talkies
were marketed as “all talking, singing, dancing” films. For instance, an advertisement for the
first sound film, Alam Ara (Light of the World, Ardeshir Irani, 1931), describes it as featuring
“100 percent talking, singing, dancing” (Film Land, 1931). While talking and singing signify the
new aural capacities of sound cinema, the inclusion of dance in the trio of talkie descriptors
suggests the added dynamism that the movement vocabulary of dance brings to the sound film,
combining as it does the pre-sound cinema’s obsession with capturing movement and the novelty
of synchronized sound-image relations. The year 1935 in particular is significant for the
evolution of popular Indian film dance as it was marked by an important technological and
cultural phenomenon — the introduction of the playback system. With the development of this
system, songs began to be pre-recorded and played back while the actors lip-synched the words
for the camera. The playback system impacted film dance in two ways — it eventually brought
about the separation of acting and singing so that playback singers became the voice for a range
of actors, some of whom came to prominence for their dancing abilities, and it allowed actors
greater mobility, which eventually allowed for elaborately staged dance numbers (Gopal and
Moorti 25).

This study focuses on film dance and female stardom in popular Hindi cinema from the
1930s to the present day to explore how the dynamic figurations of the body wrought by

cinematic dance forms produce unique constructions of gender, stardom, and spectacle. As a



staple “attraction” of the Hindi film form, dance is a critical component whose cultural
production needs to be historicized and theorized in relation to the production of cinematic
narratives, star bodies, and spectator-citizens. Hindi film dance has featured a syncretic mix of
Indian classical and folk dance traditions as well as transnational dance forms since the early 20"
century. Analyzing the collision and coalescence of various cultural forms in the bodies of
performers serves to illuminate how the planes of the popular, the national, and the global are
constantly negotiated and articulated by popular Hindi cinema, especially in its song-and-dance
sequences. | utilize stardom as an analytical category since the star acts as a nexus for relations
between industry, narrative, and spectatorship. Because women were the primary performers of
dance in Hindi cinema until the late 1990s and because gender plays a central role in the
discourses of censorship and spectacle that animate film dance, | have organized this study
around female film stars. Drawing on interdisciplinary work on stardom, gender analysis, and
performance theories from the contemporary field of dance studies as well as ancient South
Asian texts on performance, | investigate the role of dance in the construction of the stardom of
four iconic dancer-actresses from the 1930s to the 1990s: Sadhona Bose, Vyjayanthimala,
Waheeda Rehman, and Madhuri Dixit. This selection is not meant to be strictly chronological or
address all periods of Hindi cinema. Rather, | have selected these stars based on the role played
by dance in the construction of their stardom, and their relation to the problematic of female
representation through dance. The choice of these four upper-caste, upper-class, classical dance-
trained actresses enables a historical analysis of the various inflections of the question of

respectability that has dominated discourses on dance and film acting by women.! Indeed, it

! Sadhona Bose was trained in the East-Indian classical dance form, Manipuri, and the North-Indian form, Kathak,
while the south Indian actresses, Vyjayanthimala and Waheeda Rehman were schooled in the South-Indian dance
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serves to demonstrate the legitimacy accorded to some kinds of dancing bodies on the stage and
the screen but also the fragility of this stardom, given persistent tensions around public female
performance.? The focus on these four dancer-actresses also facilitates the mapping of three
important moments in Hindi film dance — the 1930s and 1940s when the introduction of sound
initiates the articulation of a song-and-dance vocabulary and when classical dance is
appropriated by middle- and upper-class practitioners; the 1950s and 1960s when the newly-
independent nation sets up cultural institutions to canonize and classify classical and folk dances
even as films with dancer protagonists convey certain tensions that illuminate the place of the
female dancer and the film actress in the national imaginary; and the 1980s and 1990s when the
movement vocabulary of the heroine changes dramatically, marking the collapse of the coy
heroine/salacious vamp divide and provoking outrage, extended censorship battles, and hectic
strategies of recuperation of the iconic woman of the nation. Reading the regulation of dance
practices and vocabularies as an index of prevailing moral attitudes to women’s visibility and
participation in the public sphere, | analyze the place of the female protagonist within the
narrative as well as that of the actress in public discourse, and consider how the introduction of
dance into the performance repertoire of the Hindi film heroine repeatedly produces fractured

narratives, split characters, and doubled personas.

form, Bharatanatyam. Madhuri Dixit was trained in Kathak. In each chapter, | discuss the significance of their
classical dance training on the star texts of these dancer-actresses.

2 |n every chapter, | discuss other kinds of dancing bodies that are marginalized at each historical juncture under
consideration, whether those of the tawaifs/courtesans and devadasis/temple dancers who traditionally
performed the dance forms later canonized as classical, or the cinematic vamp who was inserted into dance
numbers and completely isolated from the narrative.



11 INFLUENCES ON AND ATTITUDES TO FILM DANCE

Like the other elements of the Hindi film form, film dance drew from a range of popular cultural
forms circulating in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The popular theatrical
forms of this period — the Nautanki, Parsi theater, and Tamasha as well as the folk form of the
Jatra — all featured a combination of romance, melodrama, comic sequences and song-and-dance
numbers (Mishra, Gopal and Moorti, Gokulsing and Dissanayake). Additionally, various
regional folk dance forms like Bhangra, Raas Lila, Lavani, Ghoomar, Garba, and Dandiya,
among others, have inspired the dance idioms of popular Hindi cinema. The two most common
classical dance influences on Hindi film dance come from the north Indian form, Kathak and the
south Indian one, Bharatanatyam. In rewriting the content, style, and intent of classical and folk
dances and through its adaptation of various Indian and foreign movement vocabularies, film
dance articulated new affective registers to respond to a growing film viewing public from the
1930s. Foreign dance forms such as belly dance, the waltz, cha-cha-cha, the twist, and swing
featured extensively in Hindi film dance from the 1930s through the 1960s, disco through the
1970s and 1980s, and its current Bollywood avatar incorporates elements of jazz, hip hop, salsa
etc. The Hollywood musical has been a significant influence in terms of cinematography and
editing, and as | shall discuss later in this chapter, the placement of dance in popular Indian film
evinces a range of borrowings and departures from the narrative structure of the Hollywood
musical.

The promiscuity of Hindi film dance’s borrowings and its alleged corruption of dance
forms has provoked a range of reactions from a variety of commentators. In a 1956 publication
released by the Film Federation of India to mark the 25" anniversary of the Indian talkie, the

cultural revivalist, E. Krishna lyer, who brought the devadasi dance form of Sadir attam into
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public practice in the 1930s as the preeminent classical dance form, Bharatanatyam, complains
that in its use of music and dance, “the screen has vitiated and even vulgarised the tastes of the
masses, ... regaling them with exotic, or hybrid or other types of art with scant regard for
national traditions” (12). In the same publication, the acclaimed Kathak dancer, Sitara Devi, who
began her career by dancing a range of “hybrid” numbers in Hindi films from the mid-1930s to
the mid-1940s, remarks,
In films...dancing, especially that of the classical variety had little expression. Any type
of hip-movement passed for dancing. ... our choreographers put Rambha and Samba or
mixed the western system with distorted “Mudras” [hand or facial gestures] of our
classical forms. Sometimes it becomes difficult to classify a dance number in a film. It
neither appears classical nor folk. (112)
The (always unflattering) comparison with classical dance is a regular trope in the discussion of
Hindi film dance; for example: “the classical dance is like pure mathematics, calculus, for
example, and the film dance is like the simple proposition that two and two make four” (Ranjan
11). It is worth noting that the anxiety regarding the hybridity of film dance and its effect on
public taste is most marked in journalistic discourse of the 1950s and 1960s, when the impetus to
canonize national dance forms was at its peak. A classical dancer, Satyavaty, declaims in a 1952
Filmfare article titled, “Dance Forms of West Corrupt Our Films:” “A glance at one of the
dances exhibited in our Indian films is enough to make an intelligent person recoil in sheer
disgust” (10), the “intelligent” person referred to being the classical dance rasika or informed
viewer. This divide in the figuration of the classical dance rasika and the film dance spectator
aided in the construction of an elite cultural class, and signaled hierarchies of taste in the public

realm. Mohan Khokar, a dance scholar who, through his books on Indian classical and folk dance



forms, became a central figure in the pedagogical project of educating a new citizenry on its
cultural heritage, notes of film dance: “The style of the dance was on very rare occasions
classical; mostly it was a mixture of glamour and tinsel, often leaning heavily towards vulgarity.
In fact, the dance in the Indian film came to be associated with a lack of purpose and a certain
cheapness in taste, designated in common parlance as ‘filmi’” (“Traditions of Indian Classical
Dance” 228). The vernacular adjective, “filmi,” regularly employed in fan magazines as well, is
meant to refer to popular Hindi cinema’s inflated rhetoric and aesthetic of excess, standing in
pejorative opposition to the classical, the realistic, the tasteful. The other set of responses to
Hindi film dance frequently addresses the place of dance in the film narrative, in the manner of
this 1957 article in Filmfare:
In films, dances are merely “inserts”. They are meant to further the story (this they rarely
do), but mainly they are in the nature of embellishment to the picture for the purposes of
the box-office. As embellishment, therefore, film dance must primarily appeal to the eye.
It must be seductive, spectacular and fast in movement. ... The film dance pleases the
eye, titillates the mind, and is forgotten in a little while. (Ranjan 9)
The author enlists a set of descriptors of film dance that continue to circulate to this day — as a
spectacular distraction from the main narrative involving a recruitment of the body for visual
pleasure, and as a forgettable low art form that is primarily directed at commercial success. As a
result of the predominance of female on-screen dancers, discussions of film dance also often
revolve around questions of sexuality, ideal Indian femininity, and body cultures. In a 1966
feature titled, “Dance in Cinema: Gimmick or Necessity,” the author summarizes anxieties about
the pluralism of styles that marks the realm of popular entertainment and the participation of the

heroine within this system: “In most films it is the heroine herself who is called upon to perform



the dance. ... The dance is usually a rehash of movements picked at random from Indian and
western dances — hardly in tune with the dignity and purpose of the heroine’s role. ... a serious
film-maker must understand that the heroine is not a mere entertainer” (Shankar 23).® The
discourse around popular film dance underscores thus relations between the elite and the popular,
the respectable and the disreputable, while highlighting as well the drive towards homogeneity

by the nation-state and the radical heterogeneity of popular cultural forms.

1.2 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

Film dance mobilizes the entire apparatus of the cinema by bringing together the dancing body,
music, costume, choreography, cinematography, mise-en-sceéne, and editing to generate a
uniquely filmic spectacle. Studies of the interaction between dance and cinema have variously
employed the names: screendance, dancefilm, cinedance, dance for camera, and videodance. All
of these are distinguished from the “documentary” recording of dance through their
foregrounding of cinematically specific elements such as slow motion, dissolves etc. Dance
theorist, Douglas Rosenberg, uses the term “screendance” to designate dance and non-dance
choreography created for any size or type of screen, including cinema, video, art installations etc.
Erin Brannigan employs “dancefilm” to emphasize the centrality of cinema in framing and
editing dance sequences choreographed for the screen. Common to all these theories is an

interest in the formal functions of the cinematic medium and how these can be employed to

3 In a different vein, it is worth noting that “serious” Indian art or parallel cinema typically eschewed dance as a
non-realistic interruption and indeed marked its difference from mainstream popular cinema through its
abjuration of song-and-dance sequences.



represent dance and even emancipate it from the conditions of theatrical perspective. Maya
Deren, in the 1940s, for example, saw the interaction of dance and cinema as capable of
producing an exceptional vision of human freedom where dancers could transcend the limitations
of space and time through the employment of cinematography and editing. In her 1945 film, “A
Study in Choreography for Camera,” that Deren refers to as a pas de deux between the dancer
and the camera, through camera movement and editing, the dancer-choreographer, Talley Beatty
leaps magnificently across multiple indoor and outdoor spaces (Durkin 386). Theories of
screendance and cinedance tend to focus on formalist, avant-garde practices, while many
American and European studies of film dance mainly attend to art and experimental cinema.
While these approaches may be useful to study dance in Indian documentary or experimental
cinema practice, for example in the “dance films” of Arun Khopkar, Adoor Gopalakrishnan, or
Kumar Shahani, which consciously explore the formal relations between dance and cinema and
the capturing of movement, they do not resonate as well with the concerns of popular Hindi film
dance.* Given its location in the realm of popular entertainment, Hindi film dance is not
characterized by abstract explorations of movement but is rather focused on the display of the
performing body and virtuoso dancing, and other attractions of mise-en-scéne such as locations,
costume etc. While, in many instances, Hindi film song-and-dance sequences do “transcend”
space and time by shifting locations, changing costumes, and altering movement vocabularies
within the same number, these are in the service of a certain kind of cinematic tourism. Lalitha

Gopalan, for example, notes: “the abrupt cut to exotic locations sparks the tourist interests of the

4 Some of the films on dance by these directors include: Arun Khopkar’s Sanchari (1991) on Bharatanatyam dancer,
Leela Samson, and Pravahi (2005) on Bharatanatyam dancer, Alarmel Valli, Bhavantarana (1991) by Kumar Shahani
on the Odissi guru, Kelucharan Mahapatra, and Adoor Gopalakrishnan’s La Danse De L’Enchanteresse (2007) on the
south Indian classical dance form, Mohiniattam.



viewer, and similarly the object-laden mise-en-scéne endorses consumerism” (15). I employ the
simple concatenation of film and dance, “film dance,” rather than any of the terms mentioned
earlier, such as screendance or cinedance, since they suggest a tighter imbrication between the
formal properties of dance and film than evidenced in popular Hindi cinema. In popular Hindi
film, dance functions as an “additive,” a special type of attraction in the omnibus “masala” form,
and is often not especially differentiated in its movement choreography from stage performance.®
Also, since the scope of this study is limited to cinema and | am not considering dance in other
media such as video etc., terms such as screendance would be too broad for this purpose.

| employ a body-space-movement framework (studying the spaces of dance, the
movement vocabularies employed, and the resulting construction of star bodies) to engage in a
broader discussion of cinematic representation, body cultures, and the construction of gender.
Dance theorists have suggested how dance uses as well as creates space. By studying how star
dancing bodies define spaces of performance in Hindi cinema even as cinematic spaces construct
certain types of performing female bodies, | argue that the performativity of the dancing body
alters space differently than other modes of performance. Employing Lefebvre’s formulation of
space as a social product, I examine the social and cinematic construction of gender through a
comparison of spaces for male and female performance. In Chapter 4 that focuses on the
preeminent dancing actress of the 1990s, Madhuri Dixit, for example, through an analysis of
male and female versions of the same dance number, | demonstrate oppositions between female
performance (rehearsed, professional, performed on stage for a paying audience, fetishization of

the body) and male performance (spontaneous, amateur, “un-choreographed,” occurring in the

5 The formula or “masala” film refers to the Bombay cinema's omnibus aesthetic form consisting of family
melodrama, action sequences, comic routines and song-and-dance numbers, each having a heterogeneous range
of appeal within the film’s loose narrative framework (Prasad M., “Ideology of the Hindi Film” 7).
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open, not spectacularizing the male body). Certain movement vocabularies similarly engender
specific types of cinematic bodies and spaces. For example, Vyjayanthimala’s training in and
continued performance of the classical dance form, Bharatanatyam, produced a certain kind of
performing body that was employed in a number of costume dramas and in the courtesan film
genre, and led to the creation of performance spaces such as royal courts or the professional
stage in order to accommodate her movement vocabulary. Vyjayanthimala’s movement
vocabulary produced an image markedly imbricated in popular Hindu iconography and extra-
diegetically, her classical dance training helped to create a “clean” star text, more or less insured
against scandal and gossip, and served to prop her up as an icon of national cultural heritage. The
body-space-movement framework, which will be expanded on later in this chapter, thus helps us
plot the historical and cultural genealogy of trademark song-and-dance structures in Hindi
cinema — such as, the vamp-nightclub-cabaret number, the tawaif-kotha-mujra number, the bride-
wedding-traditional folk dance number — along the axes of the performing body, the space of
performance, and the movement vocabulary.

In addition to analyzing films featuring the dancer-actresses under consideration, as well
as other key films for the study of film dance, I investigated the discourse around film dance by
looking at scholarly, journalistic, and personal accounts of performance cultures including music,
theater, classical and folk dance. To understand the state’s agendas of regulation and reform in
relation to dance and cinema, it was also necessary to study governmental documents such as the
report of the Indian Cinematograph Committee, formed in 1927, the annual reports of the
Sangeet Natak Akademi (The National Academy for Music, Dance and Drama), especially the
proceedings of the Film Seminar organized by the Akademi in 1955, and the court petition and

Central Board of Film Certification guidelines following the censorship controversy over Dixit’s
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1993 dance number, “Choli ke peeche kya hai” (“What is beneath your blouse?”’). Where the
films themselves are no longer available, para-textual materials like film booklets, print
advertisements, and film reviews helped reconstruct diegetic and extra-diegetic narratives. The
autobiographies of Sadhona Bose (and her director-husband, Modhu Bose), Vyjayanthimala, and
Waheeda Rehman (in the form of a dialog in the last case) offered insights into the stars’
experiences and self-construction as dancer-actresses. Personal interviews with Rehman and
Madhuri Dixit threw light on actual choreography practices during different periods as well as

their own control over and negotiation of narrative roles and dance movements created for them.

1.3 A BODY-CENTERED TAXONOMY OF SONG-AND-DANCE SEQUENCES

In order to analyze the role of film dance in constructing female stardom, it is important to
understand the relationship between the Hindi film narrative and the song-and-dance sequences
that interrupt or erupt out of the narrative. Studies of the Hollywood musical have categorized
the genre into backstage and integrated musicals. The backstage musical is constructed around
the staging of musical performances or the putting up of a show, typically with protagonists who
are professional entertainers. The musical numbers accumulate serially and are often standalone
spectacles connected only loosely, if at all, to the narrative in which they are embedded. In the
integrated musical, on the other hand, the numbers are woven into the narrative and are
motivated by plot development and or character psychology. The performers express their
emotions to each other or to the audience through song and dance without the self-conscious
invocation of a performance situation (Langford 84-90). While this categorization is useful to

articulate the relationship of musical numbers to the narrative, it considers the song-and-dance
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sequence as a combined entity, whereas | argue that music and dance each relate differently to
the narrative. Additionally, for historical reasons concerning the aesthetic development of
popular Hindi film, this cinematic form, unlike the Hollywood musical, is simply not as invested
in the rationalization of the insertion of song-and-dance numbers into the film narrative. Thus, a
single film may have integrated numbers that externalize and express inner states of mind as well
as non-integrated numbers that are inserted as pure spectacle.

Within scholarship on Indian cinema, there has been some discussion of song-and-dance
sequences, usually with an emphasis on the music rather than on dance. In her analysis of Hindi
film songs, Anna Morcom notes that some songs “are overtly situational, lacking coherence in
their audio dimension, whereas others are more implicitly situational, working well on their own
as well as working well with the film” (“Film Songs and the Cultural Synergies” 162). While
Morcom’s typology helps to think about the status of song sequences outside of the film
narrative (as standalone segments on television, CDs, youtube etc.), it focuses on the aural
dimension of the song-and-dance sequence and the integration of the musical number into the
narrative. In her book, “Cinema of Interruptions,” Lalitha Gopalan analyzes a “constellation of
interruptions” that structure popular Indian cinema, including the song-and-dance sequence, the
intermission, and negotiations around censorship regulations. Gopalan offers a taxonomy of
song-and-dance sequences in the director, Mani Ratnam’s films, outlining five ways in which
Ratnam employs musical numbers to negotiate spatial and temporal discontinuities. She
identifies song-and-dance sequences that regulate spatial disjunctions by propelling the narrative
through multiple diegetic spaces in the space of the song and those that condense or smooth over
various events or temporal shifts in the narrative. A third type she terms the “Indian backstage

musical,” which features a diegetic audience and where the coincidence between performance
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time and real time weaves the number into the narrative. The fourth and fifth categories concern
the integration of the musical number into the narrative, with some numbers deliberately linked
to it and others functioning as extra-diegetic sequences that abruptly break its spatial continuity
(129-135). Given Gopalan’s focus on cinematic “interruptions” as well as Ratnam’s conscious
engagement with the question of narrative and song-and-dance integration, this taxonomy
emphasizes the management of the anachrony of the song-and-dance interruption in relation to
narrative space and time rather than the specific functions of music and dance within the Hindi
film form. Commenting on the function of the song sequence in Hindi cinema, Sangita Gopal
argues that the musical sequence is a critical device for accommodating the competing demands
— of pleasure and pedagogy — placed upon popular Hindi cinema. Focusing on the romantic,
conjugal couple in Hindi cinema, Gopal contends that the song sequence allows for the
expression of desires proscribed by the narrative that prohibits certain kinds of desire, and
curtails certain modes of enjoyment (39). Where the narrative accommodates the demands of
tradition, the song sequence affords the couple sovereignty and autonomous mobility, however
temporary. While “the narrative relocation of the couple within the extended family/community
is a sign of ideological closure,” she points out that “the successful nucleation of the couple in
the romantic duet and the intrusion of song and dance into the larger culture indicate Hindi film’s
social effectivity” (39). Hindi cinema thus employs this dual enunciation of the couple — in the
narrative and the song sequence — to comply with current and dominant interests but also to
suggest emergent formations respectively. In an article on the song-and-dance sequence, Gopal
and Biswarup Sen elaborate on these emergent formations, arguing that the song sequence
“posits scenarios of modernity that the narrative is unable to depict, [...] envisions ways of

acting and behaving not coded into the text, [...] registers the shock of the new not recordable by
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the prose of the film, and [...] affords the possibility of jouissance or joyous release that cannot
be spoken by any character or voice” (147). This points to a textual bifurcation between the
narrative, which is the space of family and convention, and the song-and-dance sequence, in
which a more radical and “modern” expression of freedom and desire can erupt.

While valuable in theorizing the formal characteristics of popular Hindi cinema and
relating these to the ideological construction of the narrative, these discussions of the song-and-
dance sequence primarily focus on the aural dimension of the sequence, i.e. the song and its
dissemination in the public realm, and on visual mise-en-scéne elements such as foreign
locations, lavish costumes etc.® Calling specific attention to dance in the song-and-dance
sequence (which includes a consideration of movement vocabulary, music, star bodies, mise-en-
scéne, cinematography, editing) is necessary as it is often the dance in the song-and-dance
sequence that is incommensurate with the construction and representation of performing bodies
in the narrative. A focus on the dancing body highlights how dance movements interrupt
narrative modes of being and moving, and how attention to this physical interruption or
alteration of movement vocabulary is key to understanding production and reception modalities
and economies. In the narrative, for instance, the performing body has a certain valence but in
the dance and “action” sequences of the film (corresponding typically to the female and male
performers in the film), the same body is mobilized and displayed differently. In these
sequences, the body is spectacularized through choreographed movements, costume, make-up,
mise-en-scéne, cinematography, and editing. The regime of performance, including facial

expressions and physical movement, is significantly altered as is the mode of reception.

6 Most studies of the song sequence, for example by Arnold, Booth, Chandavarkar, Dutta, Morcom (“Film Songs
and the Cultural Synergies”), Mukherjee (“Hindi Film Songs”), and Ranade, are focused on the music and singing
only, and do not undertake an analysis of film dance.

15



Audiences pay much more attention, suddenly, to limbs and torsos and their movement through
space. This immanence of the star body, of body as body rather than as a vehicle for a diegetic
character makes dance and action sequences central devices in constructing the iconicity of
certain star bodies.” Analyzing dance in the song-and-dance sequence furthers and complicates
the discussion of this particular spectacular attraction/interruption by foregrounding the
separation of movements (walking/sitting/standing etc. in the narrative vs. swaying, “running
around trees,” and other forms of dancing in the song-and-dance sequence), spaces (realistic vs.
fantastic spaces, diegetic spaces vs. extra-diegetic excursions to the Swiss alps, for example), and
bodies (diegetic protagonists vs. standalone dance performers, including vamps, item girls,
background dancers etc.).® Consequently, a focus on dance extends the taxonomies specified
above by not only addressing questions of integration into narrative space and time but by also
engaging centrally with issues of stardom, gender, and performance.

The purpose of such a taxonomy is hardly to create strict categorizations of what are
often fluid forms but, by describing some common patterns, to help us consider the various
functions of musical and dance sequences in popular Hindi cinema. A taxonomy like this allows
us, for example, to look more closely at the various spaces that Hindi film constructs in different
kinds of song-and-dance sequences, the affective and economic investments in these spaces, and
the gendering of these spaces through the various sub-categories of performative display. It also

enables a sharp focus on film dance through a close examination of various bodily movements

7 One has only to consider the beefy Salman Khan, a contemporary actor specializing in action sequences, or the
dancer-actress, Vyjayanthimala, to recognise the importance of these “body” sequences in constructing particular
types of star texts and cinematic narratives.

8 ltem girls are female performers in dance numbers known as “item numbers” that bear no relation to the
narrative but are inserted purely as spectacular attractions.
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that may or may not be designated as dance. In other words, this categorization is driven by the
following questions: what is construed as dance in Hindi cinema, who dances and how, what are
the spaces in which dance takes place, how does the Hindi film narrative transition to a dance
sequence, and how do these dance gestures and movements relate to broader questions of gender
and stardom? At a fundamental level, | propose a differentiation between song sequences and
song-and-dance sequences, where the former do not feature dance at all while the latter may
feature various kinds of movements that may be described as dance. Song sequences may further
be categorized into the “background-voiced” song sequence and the “lip-synchronized” song
sequence. While playback singing has been a feature of the majority of Hindi film song and
dance sequences since the mid-1940s, the sub-categories | have proposed refer to the lip-
synchronization of the song by on-screen characters. Thus, the “background-voiced” song
sequence is one where no on-screen character appears to sing the song since there is no
synchronization of any character’s lips with the song we hear. Also, the characters do not engage
in any movement that may be designated as dance. An example of this would be the song,
“Chalo dildar chalo” (“Come, my beloved”) from Pakeezah (The Pure One, Kamal Amrohi,
1972), the only number in this Muslim courtesan® film that does not feature dance, but is also
tellingly not voiced by either of the protagonists, Salim or Sahibjaan, in order to suggest the
freedom of Sahibjaan (Meena Kumari), the courtesan protagonist, from a performance regime

that she has fled, and to heighten the effect of conveying their conjoined interiority and conjugal

°® The Muslim courtesan film, as the name indicates, features a Muslim courtesan and the narrative is set in an
Islamicate setting. In his essay on the tawaif, Mukul Kesavan coins the term, “Islamicate” to “refer not directly to
the religion, Islam, itself, but to the social and cultural complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims,
both among Muslims themselves and even when found among non-Muslims” (246). See Islamicate Cultures of
Bombay Cinema by Ira Bhaskar and Richard Allen for a discussion of various types of courtesan films in Bombay
cinema.
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bliss. A number of devotional songs in Hindi cinema are “background-voiced” in order to
suggest the collective subjectivity of the devotees and their address to an omnipresent, invisible
god. An example is the bhajan (devotional Hindu song), “Aa ja re” (“Come to us, Oh Lord”),
from Roop Ki Rani Choron Ka Raja (H. S. Rawail, 1961). In a “lip-synchronized” song
sequence, one or more on-screen characters’ lip movements are synchronized with the song, but
the characters do not move in a manner that may be described as dance, i.e. their movements are
not strictly and continuously coordinated with the rhythm of the song. An example is of the
stationary Adhir (Sunil Dutt) lip-synchronizing to Talat Mehmood’s rendition of “Jalte hain jiske
liye” (“These eyes that burn”) while on the phone with Sujata (Nutan) in Bimal Roy’s Sujata
(1959). However, while the characters in a “lip-synchronized” song sequence may be sitting,
standing, lying down, or walking, movements not generally characterized as dance, these could
become dance-like if synchronized with the song’s rhythm. An example that comes to mind is of
Shankar (Dilip Kumar) striding along to the song’s rhythm as he lip synchronizes to “Ae mere dil
kahin aur chal” (“Oh my heart, let’s go elsewhere”) in Daag (Amiya Chakravarty, 1952). This

brings us to the category of song-and