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Bol | ywood nake-believe rules the world

Johan Jaaffar

CONAKRY is the capital of the Republic of Quinea, a little known nation in
West Africa. Imagine Kuala Lunpur in the Fifties - that is how Conakry

| ooked i ke.

You may think in a fornmer French colony the best known novie stars there
woul d be Gerard Depardi eu, Jean-Paul Bel nondo, Catherine Deneuvre, Sophie
Marceau or Charlotte Al exander. Wong.

The npbst recognisable faces there were Hindi film stars Amtabh
Bachchan, Shah Rukh Khan, Ajay Devgan and Kaj ol .

| discovered this when | was covering an official visit of our Prine
M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad there a few years ago

Some businessnen | nmet at the only three-star hotel in the capital cane
from nei ghbouring Ghana, Sierra Leone, Liberia and Burkina Faso. They,
too, were nore famliar with Hindi stars and films |ike Kuch Kuch Hota
Hai , Taal and Baadshah at the tine.

Renenber, these countries are not part of the traditional "Indian belt".
El sewhere, people of Indian descent are the fastest grow ng disaporic
comunities in the world. There are sone 11 nillion who have settled
out si de | ndi a.

These people are the target of Bollywood, the incredible dream nachine
and nake-believe world known the world over as the Hindi filmindustry.

According to Vijay Mshra in his ground breaking study, Bollywood
C nema: Tenples of Desire, sonme 900 films are shown every year in 13, 000
predomi nantly urban cinemas in India, viewed by an average 11 million
peopl e daily and exported to at |east 100 countries.

Since Raja Harischandra, the first Hndi filmwas nmade in 1913 unti
now, Bollywood has produced sone 19,000 novies. By 1983, it was India's
sixth largest industry, valued at RM2.2 billion annually and enpl oyi ng
sorme 300, 000 workers directly.

Today, Bollywood enploys nore than two nmillion people. Theaters
wor | dwi de sold some 3.6 billion tickets for Bollywod novies |ast year,
conpared to only 2.6 billion for novies from Hol | ywood.

According to Mshra, the dream culture in Bollywod is one built around
a (male) North Indian Hindi-speaking subject, hardly representative of the
1.3 billion people who call calling India "home".

VWhat is inportant, he says, is that Hindi film production and reception
is shaped by the desire for national conmunity and pan-Indian popul ar
cul ture.

Yet Bol | ywood novies transcend race, religion and culture. They are as
popular in Iran as they are in Surinam The Ml ays in Ml aysia enjoy them
as much as the Japanese in Japan. Wen the Taliban | ost power, the first
sign of freedom was manifested by video tape peddlers selling Hi ndi tapes
in the streets of Kabul

The world was introduced to Hindi novies by such nenorable filns as
Awar a, Shree, Kisnet, Upkar, Gunga Jumma, Mdther |ndia, Sangam and Shol ay
since the 1930s.

There is such a thing as a sure-fire formula for success in these film
Take Sangam for instance. Two chil dhood friends fall for the same girl
and one of them has to nmake a sacrifice.

Look at any of the novies produced today - Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, Dl To
Pagal Hai and Dil Chalta Hai - it is the sane story retold differently.

Hndi filmindustry hardly reinvents itself. The novies are still



musi cal extravaganzas, no |ess.

If the novies are to be believed, India is a remarkable country where
al nost everyone sings and dances at the slightest provocation and in
al nrost every situation.

Not only passionate |overs but grieving nothers, dejected sons, even nen
whose nuscles put Sylvester Stallone to shanme, burst into song-and-dance
nunbers.

Total strangers suddenly dance in perfect unison. They sing and dance
around trees, in tenples, on canel back, even on noving trains. Keep

count; there will be at least five costume changes and 10 separate
| ocations for a single song.
Do not bother about originality. You will see a Bollywod version of

Reservoir Dogs (Kante), The Chanp (R shtey) and Wat Lies Beneath (Raaz)
in no tine. If The Matrix and Charlie's Angels rewote the ways fighting

scenes were choreographed in novies, you will soon see actor Akshay Kumar
doing the Matrix-style flip in Awaara Pagal Dewane. Perfect gentlenen can
turn into killing machines and lusty dansels in distress can put Datuk

M chel e Yeoh to shanme with their karate chops and ki cks.

You need only read the section on "Readers Don't Digest" in the novie
magazi ne Filnfare to understand how continuity and conmon sense are often
di scarded for creative license. Shah Rukh Khan did not even bother to
learn playing a violin to prepare himfor the role of a violin teacher in
Mbhabbat ei n.

But Merryl Streep could play the violin in any orchestra after
preparation for her role in Music of the Heart and Robert De Niro could
pl ay a saxophone in any Las Vegas hotel after his role as saxophonist in
New Yor k, New YorKk.

I magi ne the sets for Kabhi Kushi Kabhie Gham and Mhabbatein. You will
see themonly in novies. O the brothel in Sanjay Leela Bhansali's Devdas.

At RMB8 million, the nmuch-hyped filmis reported to be the npst
expensive Hndi film ever nmade. But even the star powers of Shah Rukh
Khan, Ashwarya Rai and Madhuri Dixit could not save it.

Many nore filnms tanked. Reports say only nine filns were considered box
office hits in 2000, 14 in 2001 and 10 in 2002

* The witer is a farner who is passionate about novies. He can be
contacted at zul ujj @m net.ny.
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