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FILM SOCIETY MOVEMENT IN INDIA :
AN INTRODUCTION

August and Luis Lumiere offered the
world a wonderful experience on 28"
December, 1895 at a café in Paris. They
showed an exhibition of moving images
first time to the world. The history of
cinema started off. And in the year 1920,
again in Paris, Luis de Louke established
the first film club of the world named the
“Cine Club”. The history of the Fjim
Society Movement began. In the year
1924, “Cine Club De France” wasg
established. Some twenty more fijm
societies were formed in the next three
years in France. The “Cine Club” known
to the French was the “Film Society” to
the English. The first “Film Society” was
established in London on 25t October,
1925. Eminent personalities |ike Anthong
Asquith, Ivor Montegue, H G Wells
George Bernard Shaw were among thé
founder members. In 1930, the first
Central Council of Film Societies the
“Canadian Federation of Film Socie:ties”
was formed in Canada. | 1935, th
“British Federation of Film Societies’: :

was

formed consisting of 26 fil b
m
that country. Societies of

With the advent of

. the
In 1939, this spreaq of Tod War-)

the formation of

Premendra Mazumder

bt SN ~ o
an aesthetic scene from ‘Pather Panchali’

the film societies came to a halt. Many
film societies got closed. The state of the
few that survived became very poor. But
after the war was over, there was seen
an upprecedented enthusiasm in the Film
Sogle-ty Movement, Many new film
z?metles Were established. The number
incg:;nel;e:]s of. thei old film societies
i Cavily. “Federation of Film
- e ies:)f France” was formed in 1945.
Socjiltli: u_/l\.ustralian Federation of Film
. "1 in 1950, ‘Federation of Film

crsataes of Tunisia”: in 1952, “Federation
of Film Societies of England, Wales,
North Ireland”: in 1954, “Federation of
Film Societies of South and Central

Y

Africa” and on 13" December 1959,
‘Federation of Film Societies of India”
was established. Earlier, “International
Federation of Film Societies” was
established on 16" September, 1947.
Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Brazil,
Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Columbia,
Cuba, Cyprus, Czechoslovakia, Finland,
France, East & West Germany, Great
Britain, Greece, Hungary, India, Ireland,
Israel, Italy, Japan, Morocco,
Netherlands, New Zealand, Panama,
Poland, Scotland, South Africa, Spain, Sri
Lanka, Sweden, Sudan, Tunisia,
Uruguay, USA, USSR, Yugoslavia and
many more countries became the
members of this international
organization in the next twenty years.

In India, the first film society was
formed in Bombay in 1937. The “Amateur
Cine Society” was formed by the
enterprise of film critic Rudi Laden,
documentary maker Dr. Pati, Dereck
Jephrys and others. Later in 1942, The
“Bombay Film Society” was formed.
These two early film societies did not
have much influence on the larger
content of the Film Society Movement in
India. The first organization actively
pioneered the movement was the
“Calcutta Film Society” formed on 5"
October 1947. The main organizers
included stalwarts like Satyajit Ray,
Chidananda Dasgupta, Nimai Ghosh etc.
Four years after the inception of “Calcutta
Film Society”, the “Patna Film Society’
was formed. The “Delhi Film Society” was

established by the end of 1956. In 1957
the “Madras Film Society” was
established.

In the year 1959, in a meeting at the
residence of the then Secretary of
‘Sahitya Academy’ - Krishna Kripalani, it
was decided that a central organization
should be constructed. Following this, on
13" December 1959, in Delhi, the
“Federation of Film Societies of india”
was formed combining the film societies
of Calcutta, Delhi, Bombay, Madras and
Roorkee. Satyajit Ray was the Founder
President. At one time | K Guzral was
designated as the Treasurer. Satyajit Ray
was the President of the Federation till
his death. indira Gandhi was once the
Vice President of the Federation and held
that post even after she became the
Minister of Information & Broadcasting of
the Union Government.

When Jean Renoir came to Calcutta

. to shoot his film ‘The River’ in 1948-49,

there was not any proper awareness in
the Indian filmdom about him. Only the
“Calcutta Film Society” showed due
recognition and appreciation to Renoir.
During the period of 1947-52, some other
famous international film personalities
like Soviet film-maker Pudovkin, actor
Chekalov, Swedish documentary maker
Arnie Sukrovorf, American director Frank
Capra, Jhon Heuston also have
participated in various programmes of the
film societies in India thereby
strengthening the foundation of the
Movement in the country. “Calcutta Film
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Society” organized a felicitation
ceremony for Pudovkin, in order to
express grateful recognition to him as a
filmmaker. The greatest achievement of
this film society was the acquisition of a
print of the film ‘Battleship Potemkin’,

The 1% International Film Festival was
held in India in 1952. In this event the
active involvement of “Calcutta Film
Society” gave more impetus to Film
Society Movement. But when Satyaijit
Ray started to work for his first film
Pather Panchali’ a period of lull set in
the enthusiasm of the organizers. In fact,
from 1953-56 the society almost closed
temporarily. ‘Pather Panchali’ was
released in 1955. In 1956 the famous ﬁlm
critic and biographer of Eisenstein, Man.e
Seaton, came to Calcutta and gave six
lectures. These two events inspired
organizers of this society all over again.
There was renewed interest to import
structured order in the society. There was
an increase in number of members. Two
film journals ‘Indian Film Review’ and
‘Chitrapat’ started to get published. In this
phase a good number of film societies
came up in Calcutta and its suburbs. In
some societies there were over two
thousand members. Several Societies
started publishing film journals.

It is to be noted that by this time film
societies across the globe hag no
taken turns towards a movement b
the two consecutive worlg wars
to be a profound learning experie
this movement. A Number

t only
utalso
proved
nce for
of film

societies had already developed
worldwide. India soon became
independent. The film industry of India
got matured by then. The influx of black
money into the film industry began as
early as 1944. And the film industry came
under control of the half-educated
filmmakers casting a shadow in the
golden era of cinema. The partition
practically crippled Bengal. An all-
encompassing deterioration was
palpable in every sphere of politics,
economy and society. The intellectuals
were leaning towards leftist ideals. In
these extraordinary circumstances, Film
Society Movement grew and spread
here. It is beyond doubt that people
SPontaneously took part in the
movement, driven by idealism and by a
sense of commitment to the historical
legacy. The foundation was laid out,

leadership efficient ang the time was ripe.

Unfortunately, in Spite of all these factors

the movement could not reach the zenith.
Satyajit Ray realizeq the problem
perfectly. In his letter dated 31st Qctober

to the Government of India, Ministry of

:EB, Ray eMphasized, “ .. | foe/ that the
Im Societies cannot really function
unless the g

bi Overnment comes out in @
'9 way to help them, The situation has

become difficyyy particularly due t0

gradual stoppage of lending of films bY

thf? : for eign embassies and consulates;
fw ich are the traditional sources of films
or the societjes » Ray insisted upon

. bo

Government intervention to solve the
crisis. Accordingly the Ministry of I&B,
Govt. of India set up a ‘Working Group’
in May 1980, which observed: “We have
Surveyed the role played by the Film
Society Movement in India in the
propagation of Film consciousness.
Though the Film Society Movement in
India is now more than 30 years old, only
200 film societies representing about
75,000 members are recognized by the
Federation of Film Societies of India. .. ...
It is obvious that the Film Society
Movement has a very important role to
play ‘initiating’ audience in the
appreciation of good cinema. It is in this
context that we have suggested the
Academy should be assigned the task-of
helping the growth of Film Society
Movement. We further recommend that
the local civic bodies should provide
facilities by way of land at subsidized
rates in the cultural complexes for setting
up exhibition theatres exclusively
earmarked for non-commercial exhibition
of films by film societies. There is also
heed for the Film Society Movement to
liberate itself from the constraints of
commercial cinema houses. We
recommend that the Central and State
Governments should give grants to the
film societies for purchasing mobile vans
for exhibition of films...”

But Government did not pay due
réspect to the observations. So Ray
further through another letter dated 18
September, 1986 written to Rajiv Gandhi,

the Prime Minister of India, emphasized,
“...To promote good cinema is an uphill
task. It is more so in our country because
of the huge commercial film industry.
Today some Government agencies like
the National Film Archive, Film T V
Institute and Directorate of Film Festivals
efc. are engaged in the same job. It was
not so a thirty years ago. The film society
was the lonely walkers....I doubt very
much, if the potentiality of this movement
is fully realized by the Government
(emphasis by Ray). ... | request you to
consider if an All India movement like the
film society movement can survive, let
alone flourish, depending on foreign
missions only. | am just mentioning this
to underiine the intensity of the problems,
which the film societies are facing
now...”.

Unfortunately Rajiv Gandhi was not
motivated. On the contrary, it was under
his patronage the Non Resident Indians
flooded the Indian film market with low
quality sex-centric films funded by them.
Secondly, the electronic media captured
the drawing rooms of the viewers, So,
majority of members turned their back to
the film societies, having found easy and
cheaper alternatives. There was a quick
decrease in number of members. Some
societies were shut down. On the other
hand, from the early 80s leftist political
movement suffered a set back. With the
fall of Soviet Union, the distribution of
films from the East European countries
got massively disrupted and eventually
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stopped. Open market economy
engulfed all attempts of resurgence of
international cultural and intellectual
exchange. Money power dominated the
production and distribution network of
films. Since the film societies were not
financially well-settled, large-scale
degradation set in. Film societies were
reduced to the status of being small
exhibitors.

The huge commercial film industry
acts as the main obstruction to propagate
this movement. Moreover there are
obstacles of so many rules & regulations
laid down by the Central & State
Governments. Dearth of suitable theatres
and films as well forces the film Societies

—
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Smita Patil in Akaler Sa
Awarded Silver Be
Festival 1981, Direc

~Sandhang,
ar, in Berlin Film
ted by Mrinal Sen

to curb their programmes. The rapid
expansion of digital market, easily
available pirated discs, stands as the
main barrier. It is not possible for them to
show pirated films to their members for
obvious legal reasons. Any such activities
are highly punishable offence. Result. the
film buffs are withdrawing themseives
from the film societies and transforming
themselves into the home-viewers. Such
away the community film culture is being
transformed into the individual film
culture. In fact, the target of the market
econqmy is also to convert 5 person from
a social element to an individual one.
Even in the industry level, the huge
thea!tres are being replaced by
.mu.rtlplexes. Market js patronizing the
Individual entertainment process to such
extent that even the intelligentsia ignores
these Subtle changes in the social
:;ifr;irgzs. Film Societies are the worst
ed socj in thi
transform;)tci:::.groups 11 process of
5 ”;l'eht:er?nt;s;hroom growth of video halls
tho e € areas, regularly showing
iy ©s of Hollywood ang Bollywood
pornogr: Epnv§niently projecting the
e ;:hres. IS destroying the cultural
o © Mass very rapidly. The
lonal folk-artg practiced h
ages are faiy ced throug
© 1ailing to draw attraction of the
smashing a?ll?hgth of video culture is
o oot glogaf art forms out of its
entertain‘m Oving images are not only
kg, €Nt now. Market economy
'Gers it as the most powerful medium

. b

to conquer and hold the share of
market. From a 15 seconds ad-teaser
to a 150 minutes commercial feature,
are all the weapons of the market. Each
& every frame of the moving images
conveys some message to the viewers
to be decoded by them according to
their own cultural sense. And here lies
the responsibilities of the Film Society
Movement to educate the people by
developing their film sense in such a
manner so that they could read the text
of moving images consciously to
accept or reject the message.

Film Society Movement should be
aware of the hi-tech ICE-Age
Phenomenon. Information,
Communication and Entertainment
(ICE) are the three super-powers
determining the cultural structure of to-
day’s society. From the air-cooled
drawing room of the urban rich ‘elite’
viewer to the sweating hot rural video
hall for the rural ‘non-elite’ commoners,
moving image has its own language to
communicate. Conventional education
is absolutely an insignificant condition
for reception of this message. Rather
the ICE-Age denounces the education,
specifically the cine-education to safe
guard its own interest. It ‘educates’ its
own target group according to its own
necessities. Film Society Movement

should concentrate its activities on this

educative part. It could be done by taking
good cinema to the grass-root level. Film
Society Movement should carve a niche
both in urban and rural pockets. It should
encourage the audience to read the
visuals carefully to evoke a healthy
discussion at the end of every screening.
Screening of classics and independent
cinema, especially the documentaries
and short films, at the local schools,
colleges and cultural clubs could be very
effective to develop film sense amongst
the youths. Thus a parallel cine culture
could be developed to fight the evils of
the corrosive trashes. So far the Film
society Movement has largely remained
as an urban phenomenon. Taking full
advantage of the development of digital
technology it should extend its activities
in semi urban and rural areas too. So far
this movement is busy for film
appreciation only. But it should also
extend its support to independent film
movement. It should organize the
independent filmmakers under its
umbrella to give them extensive support
for production, exhibition and marketing
of their films. All these are not very difficult
tasks. Only the leaders of the movement
should have the real will and zeal to

~explore the fullest potentiality of the

movement.

(Vice President, Federation of Film Societies of India; Secretary-

Asia, International Federation of Film Societies)
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