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"You, the people, have the power to
make this life free and beautiful - to make
this life a wonderful adventure. Thenin the
name of democracy - let us use that
power - let us all unite. Let us fight for a
new world - a decent world that will give
men a chance to work - that will give youth
a future and old age a security -- Let us
fight for a world of reason - a world where
science and progress will lead to the
happiness of us all" - (Charles Chaplin, in
The Great Dictator)
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AGAINST ODDS

A look at the film history of Assam reveals a pathetic tale of struggle
for survival in a market-driven situation. BY MANOJ BARPUJARI

After making his 10" film in the
Assamese language, Jahnu Barua de-
clared that it was better to do petty busi-
ness than film-making, apparently pained
by the failure of his films at the box office.
Soon afterwards, he made forays into
Hindi cinema and made feature films, in-
cluding the well-acclaimed Maine Gandhi
Ko Nahin Mara. However, the nine-time
National Award- winner ended his sab-
batical and staged a comeback, after
eight years, when financial help was
made available by the Assam State Film
(Finance and Development) Corpora tion
(ASFFDC). The result was Baandhon
(Waves of Silence, 2012), a film about the
ordeal of an aged couple losing their
grandson against the backdrop of the in
famous 26/11 terror attack in Mumbai. It
was shown as the inaugural film of the
Indian Panorama at the 2012 edition of
the International Film Festival of India
(IFF1). Now he is be sy with his next fea-
ture film based on an acclaimed novel
exploring human relations in times of tur-
moil.

Rejection by the general audience is
not new in Assamese film history. The

very first film made in the State met with
this fate in spite of creat ing a sensation.
The gap between serious cinema and the
audience continue s to exist, much to the
chagrin of committed film-makers. The
reasons are miainly the lack of a proper
film culture that might have fostered ap-
preciation.of good, meaningful cinema. No
matter what steps are taken by the
ASFFDC, the fact remains that financing
films is risky. The distribution of films
poses a challenge greater than anything
else as exhibitor-distributor circles have
no interest in building a State-wide distri-
bution system exclusively for films made
in Assam.

In spite of the problems that
Assamese cinema has faced all along,
there has been enough to rejoice over,
starting with Joymoti (1935), the first
Assamese film, produced and directed by
Jyotiprasad Agarwala, the doyen of mod-
em Assamese music and drama. Joymoti
can be described as a film of protest; it
revolted against the dominant pattern of
cinema. Joymoti was not just a legend-
ary figure of a politically turbulent medi-
eval Assam, but stocd as a metaphor for
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the contemporary tribulations of India’s
freedom struggle. This made the film di-
rectly political, a hitherto unknown en-
deavour in Indian cihema. It is worthy of
note that Jyotiprasad was imprisoned
twice for his involvement with the free-
dom movement. He wrote the script while
injail. He also parted with other obses-
sions of his contemporaries such as the
overdependence on mythological
themes and theatrical styles of acting.
Undoubtedly, his sense of the cinematic
language was shaped during his unfin-
ished scholarship at Edinburgh Univer-
sity in the late 1920s and short stint at
the famous UFA studio in Germany
where he be- friended Himangshu Rai. It
was a- time when progressive ideologies
were taking root everywhere. Jyotiprasad
took a feminist position in the narratives
he chose, the very first Indian film direc-
tor to do so. In the 1930s, women in In-
dian cinema were passive and were side-
lined, unlike the powerful, assertive, die-
hard and self-respecting Joymoti in
Jyotiprasad's

film.

Nevertheless, the pioneer's bold ef-
forts did not inspire others to follow a simi-
lar path because there were concerns
about incurring losses. The first film from
Assam to receive the President's Cer-
tificate of Merit was Piyoli Phukan (1 955)
based on a freedom fighter’s life. Its di:
rector was Phani Sarma, acknowledged
as the first major Assamese film maker
after Jyotiprasad. But the movie was not
free from the melodrama that Marked
mainstream Indian cinema. Piyoli
Phukan was released the same year as
Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali, byt film-
makers in Assam largely remained indif-

\

ferent to the new-wave films of the time.
Film production took a small leap forward
in the mid-1950s, but only with family dra-
mas or romantic senti-mentalism could
they draw the crowds. *

SIMPLIFICATION OF FORM AND
CONTENT

In the late-1950s, an Assamese film,
Puberun. (The Sunrise, 1959), directed
by Prabhat Mukherjee, was an Indian en-
try in the Berlin Film Festival. It won the
President's Silver Medal for the best re-
gional film in Assamese language. But it
was not received well by the audience and
proved to bejust a one-off foray into film-
making for both its director and its pro-
ducers. Films of this period were marked
by drastic simplification of form and con-
tent to suit viewers’ tastes.

Even Bhupen Hazarika, considered
one of the finest film musicians the coun-
try has produced (he was' conferred the
Dadasaheb Phalke Award in 1992), made
films mainly to satisfy viewer demand. It
remains an enigma why a well-versed
fiilmgoer like Hazarika, who did his PhD
in mass communication from Columbia
University in 1952 and who co-founded
the Gauhati Cine Club in 1965, remained
oblivious to the parallel cinema move:
ment. His debut film was a musical called
Era BatorSur (Tunes of the Abandone
Road, 1956), which became a phenomm-
enal success at the box office. It Was the
first major Assamese film with back-
ground score angd playback Sing,'ng
utilised as an integral part of the storyliné-

he protagonist was an alter ego of ¢
director himself, .

Hazarikg's excellence in film music

Was proved in Chamelj Memsab (1975 2

Rajat Kamg| winner, directed by AbdY

Mazid), which fetched him the Best Mu-
sic Director award. However, it was
Brajen Barua, basically a singer and mu-
sic director, who reaped the maximum
commercial success with his first ven-
ture, Ito Sito Bahuto (That One and All,
1963), the first authentic comedy in
Assamese cinema, and also with Dr
Bezbarua (1869), which introduced the
mainstream Hindi cinema formula of
melodramatic crime story into the
Assamese film industry. Dr Bezbarua won
the Rajat Kamal award for Best Regional
Film. Its unparalleled commercial suc-
cess encouraged film producers even
from outside the State to make films in
Assamese. Dr Bezbarua was said to be
responsible for heralding a so-called
golden age of Assamese cinema. Armed
with a limited budget, Barua even used a
semi- professional German spool re-
corder for out-of-the-studio sound record-
ing to remarkable effect. It was the first
Assamese feature film shot entirely with-
out help from the studios and technicians
of Tollygunge, Kolkata, and was thus a
path-breaker of sorts for local film-mak-
ers.

REALISTIC AND HUMANE

After Jyotiprasad, it was Padum
Barua's turn to defy prevailing norms of
film-making. Against the backdrop of a
strong wind of neo-realism in the Indian
cinema of the 1970s, his maiden venture,
Ganga Chilanir Pakhi (Wings of the Tern,
1976), announced the arrival of a realis-
tic, humane and quietly revealing film ex-
pression; questioning the post-Indepen-
dence development model through the
pathetic story of a young widow. Coinci-
dentally, Padum Barua's film, his first and

also his last, got as little audience support
as Jyotiprasad'’s first film.

Then, there arrived Bhabendra Nath
Saikia’'s Sandhyarag (Cry of Twilight,
1977), a polemical look at the urban-rural
divide and the irony of changing attitudes.
It got Assam its place in the proverbial’
“parallel cinema movement” of the coun-
try. His films had the stamp of a master
storyteller. He was a celebrated writer, a
winner of the Sahitya Akademi award. His
scripts leaned heavily on narratives in a
way that he would call a style of “literary
film". His other notable films like Agnisnan
(Ordeal, 1985), Sarothi (The Shelter, 1992)
and Itih"as (Exploration, 1996) were
marked ‘by character-driven dramas and
be- longed to a type thai puts family poli-
tics over state politics. He made seven
films. the Assamese language’ and all of
them won the Rajat. Kamal for the Best
Regional Film. Agnisnan, which examined
the man-woman equation in a feudal set-
ting, also won the award for Best Screen-
play .

The cinema of Assam is indebted to a
great extent to Jahnu Barua. His films,
mainly Halodhiya Charaye Bacdhan Khai
(The Catastrophe, 1987), Firingoti (The
Spark, 1991) and Hkhagaraloi Bahu Door
(It's aLong Way to the Sea, 1995), brought
most of the laurels at the national and in-
ternational levels for Assamese cinema.

In all his films: the protagonist
fights alone, but with deep conviction,
against all odds. Halodhiya Chamye
Baodhan Khai, which’ deals with the suf-
ferings of peas- ants, won the National
Award for Best Film (Swarna Kamal), be-
sides' several international awards, at
Locarno, Tokyo and other film festivals:
Narrating the plight of an elderly boatman
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whose livelihood is threatened in a chang-
ing world, Hkhagaraloi Bahu'Door also
fetched him the Swarna Kamal for Best
Director and 15 international awards.
Barua is an advocate of simplicity but with
the powerful backing of irony, satire, and
a rustic charm, which constitute the main-
stay of Pokhi (And the River Flows, 2000),
Konikar Ramdhenu (Ride on the Rain-
bow, 2002) and Hkhagaraloi Bahu Door,
the three forming a trilogy based on the
grandfather-grandchild relationship.

FILM IN BODO LANGUAGE

In the mid-1980s, afimina language
other than Assamese was made for the
firsttime in the State. Itwas Alayaron (The
Dawn, 1986) in the Bodo language, di-
rected by Jwngdao Bodosa, which was
given the Best Regional Film award for
nap-scheduled languages at that time. It
was a love story against the backdrop of
muga silk cultivation. Bodosa's more ac-
claimed film, Hagramayao Jinahari (Rape
in the Virgin Forest, 1995), is a criticism
of government apathy to deforestation
The protagonist is a gir named Mithinga'
meaning nature in Bodo. Using an old-l
fashioned Bolex camera, a pack of Fuji
colour film and non-actors and be- gin-
ners, the director completed shooting
injust 10 days on a shoestring budget.

Camera and editing were handled by-

Bodosa himself. The film won the Rajat
Kamal for Best Film on Environment |s-
sues.

It is a pity that Jwngdao Bodosa an
alumnus from the Film and Television' In-
stitute of India (FTIIl), Pune, ang many
other gifted film-makers could not con-
tinue makingmeaningful fims. A few such
film-makers are Hemanta Das, Gautam

Bora, Sanjeev Hazarika and Santwana
Bordoloi. Hemanta Das'’ exceptional non-
narrative Tathapio Nadi (Yet the River,
1989) depicted a boatman community’s
plight after a bridge was built over the
Brahmaputra. Trained in filmmaking at the
Konrad Wolf Institute in erstwhile East
Germany, Gautam Bora made Wosobipo
(The Cuckoo’s Call, 1990) in the indig-
enous Karbi language with the story of @
tribal community on the verge of disinte-
gration because of socia-economic
changes. The film won the Swarna Kamal
fqrthe Best Debut Film and the Best Mu-
sic Director Award for ace musician Sher
Chowdhury.

Sanjeev Hazarika is another winner
of the Best Debut Film award, with
Haladhar (The Yeoman, 1992), which ex-
plored the situation of the rural poor and
the dispossessed. A theatre actor-turned-
director, Santwana Bordoloi, made @
strong statement against the situation of
Widowhood in a conservative Brahmin
family in her debut feature film, Adajya
(The Flight, 1996), based on a novel by
the Jnanpith Award-winner Mamoni
Roisom Goswami. The film won national
awards for Best Regional Film and Cin-
ematography, besides important awards
at international fiim festivals. Bidyut
Chakraborty's first film, Raag Birag (Va-
cation of a Sanyasi, 1996), also won threé
Major national awards, for Best Debut
Film, Best Editing and Best Cinematod-
raphy (shared with Adajya for the FTI! -
trained Cameraman Mrinal Kanti Das),
and eamed the distinction of being the
opening film of the Indian Panorama at
the IFF) Originally

shotin 16 mm and blown up to 35
mm, this beautify| film: deals with a well-

off middle-class family facing a series of
crises. Chakraborty’s new film, Dwar
(The Voyage Out, 2012), shows another
middle-class drama with glimpses of a
complex predicament of contemporary
life.

Among other prolific filmmakers,
Manju Bora emerges as the most suc-
cessful. Originally a :

writer, she made her directorial de-
but with Baibhav (A Scam in Verse, 1998),
which was received well in national and
international circuits. Her more acclaimed
film is her third feature, called Akashitorar
Kathare (A Tale Told a Thousand Times,
2003), a feminist flick. It won National
Awards for Best Regional Film and Best
Female Playback Singer. She produced
and directed Ko: Yad (A Silent Way, 2012)
in the indigenous Mishing language, and
it got awards for the Best Regional Film
in @ non-scheduled language and Best
Cinematography.

There are other dedicated film-mak-

ers like Sanjib Sabhapandit, Arup Manna,
Suman Haripriya, Moirangthem Maniram
and Jadumani Dutta, too. Alook at the film
history of Assam reveals a pathetic tale
of struggle for survival in a market-driven
situation. Be that as it may, successful
experiments With low budgets and the
latest technology have seen advanta-
geous use of non-linear editing and digital
camera, heralding yet another chapter of
rediscovering and reclaiming the space of
cinema as a whole.

Manoj Barpujari is a senior journalist
based in Guwahati. He won the Swarna
Kamalfor Best Film Critic at the National
Film Aioards, 2011. He has published
books on cinema, literature and politics,
He is co-editor of Perspectives on Cinema
of Assam (2008). He won the Munin
Borkotoky Award in 2003 for his collec-
tion of Assamese poetry Amlakhi Gasar
Suhuri.

(Courtesy - Frontline, Oct.,2013)




PAULINE AT THE BEACH

Jayshree Dutta

“Qui trop parole, il se mesfait”
(A wagging tongue bites itself)

The movie begins with this proverb of
Chretien de Troyes, a 12th-century
French romantic poet and a scene of a
cottage gate made of wooden planks and
chirping of birds at the backdrop. The gate
is then opened ajar to the entry of a car
slowly giving a feeling, which becomes
clearer as the film approaches its end
that a journey has just come to an endl
and it’s time for some relaxed rumination
and analysis, some aberrationg and their
corrections, some self-deceptions ang
rnoving forward. As for the viewer, the
Journey might as well have just begun
where he will gad about in the Normand);
resort town with the Rohmerian world
characters in this coming-of-age 1983
movie “Pauline ala plage” (Pauline At The
Beach). He will eavesdrop into their
conversations, form his views, judge them
or give in, with them, to the regular
complexities of choice and helplessness

that a perceptive human-ming goes
through.

T ———.

The girly tete-a-tete, with which the story
unfolds in a garden, between Pauline, the
adolescent maiden and her fiesty elder
cousin Marion, who is in a process of a
divorce not knowing why she ever married
pre-establishes a contrast between them
around which the entire drama
proliferates, indicating Pauline to be a gir!
matured beyond her age and with a clarity
In her demands from a relationship while
We gradually find Marion still broods over
her unrealistic idea of intense relationships
that can make her “burn”. The movie
consequently analyses these two very
concepts of these girls of different age-
9roups, outin search for a soul-mate and
falling prey to indecision and allusion in the
background of a comic misunderstanding
where almost every character is hidind
something from another. But “Pauline 2
': Plage” like any Eric Rohmer relationshiP

rama demands more than justa casud
s?“dy of characters. Beneath its simplistic
Picturesque shot in natural sunlight and
not-so-exotic locales, a much moré
Complicated series of interlocked storie®
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and characters with seemingly lucid
problems and longings is involved. All of
them seem to crave for something, even
if that is no phone-calls, as Marion is
heard exclaiming, “I think the neighbors
have left! it's great that there is no
telephone!”

As the story proceeds we are quickly
introduced to the heroes of the drama
who exist even in our own world,
especially Henry (Feodor Atkine), the
middle-aged ethnologist, who has been
divorced and is presently vacationing at
Normandy with his little daughter Marie.
He is shown to be a sly charmer, a
symbolic of the eternal gullibility of women.
Marion (Arielle Dombasle) and Henry first
encounter each other at the beach where
she and her cousin Pauline (Amanda
Langlet) comes across her former
admirer Pierre (Pascal Greggory), a
wind-surf instructor who is still infatuated
with Marion(of course he thinks him to be
the most sincere lover Marion will ever
get!) Marion, Pauline, Pierre and Henry
soon develop friendship and become a
part of the cycle of chaotic dispute, which
is essentially Rohmerian in style. While
Pierre is too bent upon upholding the truth
of Henry’s womanizing ways and bringing
the senses of Marion back, Marion seems
to revert with equal strength by falling
more and more into Henry's sweet-talks
and “free-spirit” thinking it to be some
false allegation by the ever-jealous Pierre.
Soon Pierre becomes a spoiler, someone
fun-loving people would love to avoid.

Meanwhile Pauline who has by then faken

for Sylvain (Simon de La Brosse), a

simpleton of her own age who she met

on the beach, looks at the other older

characters in awe, puzzled at their

pretentious behavior and dubiousness

towards relationships and still sticking to

them, afraid of facing the truth. Pauline’s

pragmatic outlook becomes more visible
during the biggest misunderstanding of
the movie when she scolds Sylvain for
being a part of Henry's plot by protecting
him even though Sylvain had not
performed the act of fooling around with
the local candy-girl Louisette himself, as
presented by Henry. As she puts it to him,
“If it had been you with another girl, okéiy.
But you played their games.” These inter-
connected controversies make the
characters real and interesting and very
much relatable. They absolutely embody
someone or the other that we in our lives
are close to or are aware of their presence
and establish without conclusion certain
truths we all know but do not ponder on.
Like though Henry is out and out a vile
and cunning man in the viewers eyes by
now, his terrific rationality behind all his
lies surfaces towards the end of his role
in his final conversation with the
adolescent Pauline where he confesses
“Marion’s uniqueness is so perfect that it
tends towards universality” and asserts
that Marion almost pounced on him giving
him no chance to desire her because the
very process of knowing a person
intimately arouses desire in him. The




scene is shot in a way as if the much-
ambiguous and hated character ‘Henry’
is being finally interviewed and peeled off
to his raw self by Pauline’s queries from
the background. Henry's views on Marion
are reaffirmed towards the end of the
movie, in the ironic conversation between
her and her cousin Pauline, where Marion
through Pauline is actually pacifying
herself and leading herself into delusion
advising Pauline to get over the deception.
“Tell yourself it isn't true—convince
yourself'! As the same car that the simple
story began with, leaves towards home,
the closing of the cottage gate takes ys

back to memory-lane. This attaches to
“Pauline a la plage” (Pauline at The Beach)
the third film in the “Comedies and
Proverbs” series from Rohmer’s
incredibly profound and superficially
similar yet distinct body of works, the
signature style of cinema-making by Eric
Rohmer. Eric Rohmer won the Best
Director Silver Bear at the 1983 Berlin Film
Festival for “Pauline 4 la plage” (Pauline
at the Beach) while Pauline, the fifteen
years old girl, still keeps her admirers
awestruck with her wisdom and the way
she grows silently in their minds.

BERNARDO BERTOLUCCI’S ‘YOU
AND ME’: THE BIG SHOT IS BACK,
BUT NOT WITH A BANG....!

Pranjal Borah

“It's very strange, isn't it? | remember
Renoir gave me this fantastic piece of
advice. He said that when you direct you
should always leave the door open
because unexpected things can come in.
In other words, don't structure everything
too rigidly because then there won't be
room to experiment."— wistfully
reminisced Bernardo Bertolucci in a
recent interview and those who have fallen
under the spell of this prodigy would never
hgve an iota of hesitation to concede how
faithfully he has stuck to his illustrious
Predecessor’s advice. His latest
endeavour, ‘Me and You', an ltalian
language film, does not break away from
this mould. But I'm afraid the diehard fans
of Bertolucci, whose cinematic creed and
craft so profoundly inspired heavyweights
like Francis De Coppola, Steven
Spielberg and Martin Scorsese , would
d_lscover a rather faint resonance of the
Cinematic prowess and panache which
he is known for in the film. The reason is

perhaps the minimalist approach he has
adopted ,or should | say, been forced to
adopt(because he has been infirm for the
last one decade and had to direct the film
from his wheel chair) in his treatment.
Thematically , Bertolucci’s film
focuses on a subject which recurs in quite
a few of his seminal films at varying
degrees—the dynamics of the
adolescence psyche and the loss of
innocence. Fourteen year old Fabrizio is
dying to be alone for a while living his own
life in solitude. He equips himself with
enough provisions for a week and
hibernates down in his mother’s
basement having lied to her that he is out
on a school skiing trip for a week . But his
blissful solitude away from the mumbo
jumbo of day to day life is somewhat
ruffled up when his half-sister Olivia
suddenly emerges from nowhere and
discovers him in his hideout. If Fabrizio
,who is desperate to be left alone , is in
the throes of some ‘weird’ claustrophilia
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STH ASSAM INTERNATIONAL FILM FESTIVAL -2014
Organised by :
ASSAM FILM SOCIETY
IN ASSOCIATION WITH
FEDERATION OF FILM SOCIETIES OF INDIA and
BOSCO INSTITUTE, JORHAT

Venue : Auditorium, Jorhat District Library & Bosco Institute, Jorhat

FILM SCHEDULE
7-03-2014 :
4.00 PM Inaugural Function
Inaugural Feature film Haladhia Charaiye Baodhan Khaj
05.05.20%4. Director : Jahnu Barya
12.00 PM JOYmoT) (Assamese)
1230 P01 . Direction : Jyotiprasaqd Agarwalla
) : JOYMOT] (Assamese)
05000 Direction : Manju Borah
. AGNISNAN (Assamese)
— o Direction : Bhabendra Nath Saikia
: ADAJYA (Assamese)
09.03.2014- Direction - Santana Bordoloj
12.00 PM
SPARTACUS(ZOO
9) (Banglad
Press (Turkey) Jadesh)/
N E:edion Mostofs Sarwar Farooki
. GRANDA BELLEZZA (Italy)
Irection Paolo Sq
05.00 PM ROSE (Poland) rrentino

Direction : Wojciech Smarzowski
07.30 PM : THE HUNT (Denmark)
Direction : Gus Van Sant

10-03-2014 :

12.00 PM : OASS (The dew drop) (Indian/Hindi)
Direction : Abinav shiv tiwari

02-30 PM : HARISCHANDRA CHI FACTORY (India/Marathi)
Direction : Paresh Mokashi

05.00 PM : KOORMAVATARA (India/Kannad)
Direction : Kasaravalli

07.30 PM : ABHAS (India/Oriya)

Direction : Bijoya Jena

Short Fiction & Documentaries :
1) Saknoiya : (Assamese/India) Direction : Khanjan Nath
2) Bylane 2 : (Assamese/india) Direction : Utpal Dutta
3) Afspa 1958 : (Monipur/India) Direction : Haobam Paban Kumar
4) Supari (Feature film) Direction : Amrita Goutom

N aent . . _ = o o




Workshop : Katakj Pukhuri, (Near A

Jorhat
a - ~
0376-2371017 (R), 9435678967 (M)

mar Asom),
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Refining oil
1 the green way.
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