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Abstract: My dissertation examines the gendered architectural space of the cinema 

hall in India through the different stages of its evolution from the earliest single-screens 

to the contemporary multiplex. My project critically analyses this transformation by 

connecting the spatial politics of the film theater to the gendered, classed, and caste-based 

ideas about ‘hygiene’ and ‘safety’ that have long circulated in the Indian imagination. I 

base my research on an extensive ethnography of the country’s most successful multiplex 

chain, PVR Cinemas, across several departments like design, security, business 

development, digital technology, staff recruitment and training along with site-specific 

case studies conducted in Delhi’s old single-screen cinemas. My research 

reconceptualizes notions of ‘public space’ and locates Indian cinema within the gendered 

architectural environment of its exhibition. In doing so, this project illuminates why the 

“malltiplex” (mall and multiplex), predicated upon producing, maintaining and 

circulating ‘safe’ and ‘clean’ spaces for women has come to dominate every aspect of 

film culture in India across production, narrative content, distribution, and exhibition. 

Ultimately, my project is a map of the encounter between new architectures for public 

“safety” and cinematic culture in the postcolonial South Asian city. 
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 1 

                                                  Introduction 

 
 This dissertation examines how the gendered spaces of the mall and the multiplex 

are producing and carefully packaging cinema-going as a spectacular architectural event 

in contemporary India. In the title of this project, I use the notion of the architectural 

event to unpack the multiple layers of carefully designed immersive experiences at the 

multiplex, intended to activate visceral sensations in the body through meticulously 

planned interactions with the theater’s material and embedded digital infrastructures. 

Specifically, I draw upon the notion of the event from Giuliana Bruno’s (2002) 

frameworks, mapping cinema in relation to the architectonics of the total “space” that it 

inhabits. The architectural event is therefore the sensorium extending from the film text 

to the immersive environment of its exhibition space. 

               From its inception in 2007, the Indian multiplex aimed to sell its built 

environment as the key consumer experience for going to the cinema. In the last decade, 

the multiplexes (along with the malls in which they are housed) have attempted to merge 

film and the spatial experience of being at the cinema into a seamless, commodified 

sensoria packaged like an all-encompassing event. The mall has doubled up as both the 

central shopping and dining destination for India’s mobile, globalized middle classes, and 

also as the key entertainment hub. The mall and the multiplex are now an uninterrupted, 

contiguous ecological unit in India. The mall and multiplex designers are also acutely 

aware that their primary clientele inhabit domestic spaces that are heavily saturated with 

home theaters, smart phones, and other kinds of gadgets that provide a relentless stream 
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of entertainment. As Promod Gupta, the Group President of PVR Cinemas, India’s 

largest multiplex chain stated, (in The Hindu Business Line, 21 July, 2014)  “the big 

challenge for the multiplex industry is how to increase the frequency of visitations as well 

as offer different kind of experiences that attract all age groups” [Emphasis added]. Thus, 

the multiplex strives not only to envelop the act of watching a film into a limitless 

immersive experience but also seeks continually to metamorphose its architectures by 

rapidly creating newer and hitherto unimagined visceral experiences at the Indian cinema 

hall. 

Gupta’s vision of the experiential environment of the contemporary Indian 

multiplex is clearly visible in the company’s latest offering: the Superplex. On 28 March 

2016, PVR Cinemas launched the Superplex, the country’s largest and most techno-

architecturally advanced cinema theater. The new Indian Superplex is promoted as the 

new and improved version of the multiplex: it has 15 screens, including three luxury 

Gold Class theaters, one IMAX, one 4DX screen, and nine “mainstream” screens, all 

equipped with Dolby’s new atmospheric sound technology. Consider, for instance, the 

4DX theater. Bollywood star John Abraham, known for his stunt-action films, launched 

the theater, which is meant to “stimulate all the five senses” (Times of India, 28 January, 

2017). The 4DX theater is equipped with motion seats and various kinds of special 

effects like fog, wind, lightning, water, and scent in both 2D and 3D.  In fact, the 

immersive qualities of the Indian multiplex are such that film content is now evaluated on 

the basis of how well it can integrate itself into the spatial capabilities of these new 

theaters. As an excited reviewer for Batman V Superman: Dawn of Justice (Zack Synder, 
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2016) wrote, “Buy tickets for the 4 DX screen and we promise the moving seats, mild 

wind and light spray of water will make up for the lacunae in the script” (Live Mint, April 

12, 2016). 

 

           Figure 1: PVR Superplex, Logix Mall, Noida, New Delhi. 

 
             Abraham’s comments to the press at the inauguration of this 4DX theater were 

especially telling. He said that it was not only the enhanced capabilities of the theater to 

tap into the audiences’ bodily sensations that excited him about PVR’s new venture but 

also  “It is special because you get pampered when you come to a hall” (Times of India, 

January 28, 2017). Here, Abraham is referring to PVR’s customer service that is 

programmed similarly to experiences like luxury hotels, fine dining restaurants, and 

business class air travel. The Superplex, much like several of PVR’s other multiplexes, is 

flooded with staff carefully trained to serve audiences according to the company’s well 
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defined rules of what constitutes “hospitality.” Housed in Logix City Centre Mall in 

Noida, a suburb of Delhi, the Superplex is not only promoted as a “2.0 version of cinema 

exhibition,” but it is also meant to tremendously amplify the experiential qualities of 

multiplex-cinema viewing with which the Indian middle-and upper-classes are by now 

thoroughly familiar. One of the theaters at the Superplex, PVR Playhouse, is designed 

only for children between the ages of 5-9. It employs only female staff in trained 

childcare. They play the dual roles of hall managers and babysitters. PVR Playhouse is a 

49-seater mini theater equipped with play seats, beanbags, a special kids menu, custom 

designed mini-popcorn tubs, 3D glasses, and cartoon-themed interiors. For children who 

might find it difficult to sit through the entire 2-hour duration of a film, there are also 

slides and a small play area. Parents have the option of either accompanying their 

children to the film or leaving them there with the PVR staff while they catch another 

show. It can also be booked as a birthday party destination, with a special “best seat in 

the house” in the middle of the hall, created especially for the birthday child. Along with 

the children’s theater, PVR Superplex has also introduced specially timed shows for 

senior citizens, along with healthier menus and other assistance facilities. For couples, the 

Gold Screens at the Superplex have special “Love Seats”— the hand rest that divides two 

seats can be eliminated at will.  
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                     Figure 2: PVR Playhouse, a specially designed theater for children at the 
Superplex. 

 
                  The manufacture of an entire theater only for young children is one prominent 

example of the Indian multiplex’s carefully gendered spatial design which is meant to 

attract “family audiences.” In other words, the presence of middle-and-upper class 

women in the space of the cinema is of paramount importance, and the company devotes 

considerable effort into making their theaters “welcoming” and “safe” for women and 

families. The new mall within which the Superplex is housed is spread over six acres and 

“has been designed to become India’s premier shopping and entertainment hub and a 

destination in itself, making Noida the new entertainment capital of the country” (Shakti 

Nath, Managing Director, Logix Group, in Times of India, January 28, 2017). A 

journalist for one of the leading English language magazines, India Today, reviewed PVR 

Superplex and concluded that the arrival of this glitzy new cinema theater had indeed 
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successfully transformed Noida from a “dull, dead place for cinema viewing” into a safe 

and upmarket destination. He wrote (India Today, January 30, 2017): 

Now before you begin to call us snobbish, let us remind you of how unsafe you'd 
feel if you planned to watch a film at 10 in the night with just another gal pal of 
yours. From eve teasing at the cinemas to the constant abuses they hurl at the 
characters of the film, your entire experience can turn into complaints in no time. 
[Emphasis added] 

 
Though the journalist does not specify which section of audiences he designates as the 

abuse-hurling “they,” it is evident that it is clearly not “us” (India Today’s multiplex-

going readership), and it definitely does not include middle-and-upper-class women and 

family audiences who can now frequent the suburb’s new Superplex without feeling 

“unsafe.” 

Traditionally, single-screen cinemas in India were architecturally designed to 

privilege the male spectator. Before the arrival of the multiplex in India in 1997, going to 

the cinema and film viewing cultures were often as hyperbolic as the subcontinent’s 

cinematic traditions. Most single-screen talkies depended on their “reputation” for 

business. The class and gender composition of audiences who frequented the theater were 

the key determinants of its social status. This status, in turn, was formed through mixed 

ratios of the theater’s geographical location, architectural design, material comforts, and 

kind of film (Hindi, Hollywood, or regional) on offer. Importantly, all of the above 

factors shaped audience behaviors and reception practices at the cinema. At some 

cinemas, loud cheering, whistling, dancing, singing, throwing coins at the screen, fainting 

etc. were all considered usual and routine tactics. Often audience demands would alter 
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the film-text. It was not uncommon for the projectionist to replay favorite songs, scenes, 

and dialogues to placate the fans. These kinds of performative responses to a film were 

primarily expected from the youth and lower and working class male audiences and often 

ended up being a greater spectacle than the film being exhibited. 

 

            Figure 3: A single-screen cinema in Calcutta. 

 
Class and gender segregations were built into the architectural design of the 

cinema-hall. The cheapest tickets were meant for the stalls or the lower level, which had 

two sections, front and back. The front stalls were notorious for hosting the most 

boisterous fans. The upper level was further sub-divided into two: the Dress Circle—

more expensive than the stalls and the highest priced—Balcony. Middle- and upper-class 

families, women, and children occupied the upper levels while working class men and a 
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smattering of women filled the stalls. This is the familiar picture of the single-screen 

talkie. The arrival and spread of the multiplex post-1997 disrupted this age-old 

experience of film-going by entirely segregating audiences by class, bumping up ticket 

prices several times and offering a completely revamped and refurbished experience of 

cinema through a techno-architectural language that was hitherto unheard of in India. 

The arrival and rapid success of the multiplex-within-the-mall format of film 

exhibition has erased the socioeconomic dominance of the subaltern male ‘masses’ at the 

site of the cinema theater. The new “multiplex spectator” (at the mall) is the consuming 

middle-class woman. The production of architectural environments that cultivate the 

presence of this figure, primarily through a mitigation of middle-class anxieties around 

her “safety” in public space, now dictates the nexus among consumption, cinematic 

pleasures, leisure, and urban design. This change in the nature of exhibition space from 

the single-screen cinema to the mall-multiplex combination—or from an everyday public 

space to an exclusive and segregated enclave has also resulted in a major shift in the 

content of popular Hindi cinema. Moving away from the usual genres of romance and 

melodrama, a new kind of “multiplex cinema” has emerged in the last decade. It is 

characterized by shorter narratives without songs and dances, and varied kinds of 

thematic engagements that often offer, among other things, dark and disturbing portraits 

of India’s experiments with globalization.  

I connect the spatial politics of the malltiplex to the gendered, classed, and caste-

based anxieties around “hygiene” and “safety” that have long circulated in the Indian 

imagination. As I shall show in the course of what follows, in the Indian context, ideas of 
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hygiene and safety have long-standing and complex associations with class, gender, 

religion, and caste in public and private life. My research illuminates why the 

“malltiplex” predicated upon producing, maintaining, and circulating safe and clean 

spaces for middle-class women has come to dominate every aspect of film culture in 

India across production, narrative content, distribution, and exhibition. Ultimately, this 

project is a map of the encounter between new architectures for public “safety” and 

cinematic culture in the postcolonial South Asian city. In each of my chapters, I delineate 

and unpack a layer of the manifold and concentric architectural event at the cinema that 

encompasses space, time, material histories, and objects. These include (1) the arrival of 

cinema as a form of colonial modernity, the power relations that crisscrossed the public 

event of film exhibition, and case studies of certain Art Deco and Modernist theaters that 

were the multiplex’s immediate predecessors in the subcontinent (Chapter 1); (2) the 

spectacularization of cinema exhibition as one of “risk-free” limitless consumption and 

the industrial production, distribution, and maintenance of the contemporary “multiplex 

culture” (Chapter 2); (3) the multiplex screen with its pleasures of “realism” and “life-

like” exhibition prowess and its relationship to the anxious landscapes of the new 

“multiplex film” (Chapter 3); and finally (4) the multiplex “moviecation” juxtaposed 

against a peculiar middle-class analog nostalgia about the “lost” space of the single-

screen talkie in the city (Chapter 4). In what follows, I show that in each instance, the 

experience of the architectural event arises out of inter-connected and related multi-

sensory sites: urban memory, anxiety, and fear, along with aspirations, desires, and 

pleasures.  
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The remainder of this introduction has five sections. First, it charts the industrial 

history and circumstances that led to the arrival and rapid spread of the multiplex in 

India. Second, I locate the Indian multiplex within the larger global, trans-local, and 

trans-regional trends and histories of the cinema exhibition in South Asia, Inter-Asia, and 

the West. In the third section, I discuss the site of my study: India’s capital New Delhi, 

which is not only a major contemporary global media city but has historically served as 

the laboratory for the country’s many experimentations with urban planning and 

technology in both colonial and post-independence India. One of my primary case 

studies, the multiplex chain PVR Cinemas, is also headquartered out of New Delhi. In 

this section, I also present the city’s extremely fraught and peculiar relationship to 

gender, which is rooted in the historical traumas of large-scale gendered violence that 

engulfed the city during the Partition of the sub-continent in 1947. Several films that 

belong to the recent “multiplex genre” in Bollywood have also narratively explored 

Delhi’s urbanscape. When these factors are considered in conjunction, my project shows 

that Delhi emerges as rich and extremely potent site to map and cognize the 

contemporary relationship among film exhibition, gender, urban anxiety, and technology 

in one of the world’s largest and most prolific media cities. In the fourth section, I 

delineate further the primary theoretical framework of this dissertation: the notion of the 

architectural event and locate it within the prevalent scholarly literatures and debates. In 

the final two sections, I discuss my methodological frameworks and chapter outlines. 
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THE ARRIVAL OF THE MULTIPLEX: PVR CINEMAS 

 
      India’s first multiplex arrived in the middle-class neighborhood of Saket in 

New Delhi, six years after the liberalization of its economy in 1991. It opened in a 

community center—the name given to a cluster of small shops (sometimes around a 

cinema)—in the city’s several centrally planned neighborhoods. This community center 

had a sordid cinema theater called Anupam. By the mid 1980s, Delhi’s middle-class 

residents had almost entirely stopped going to Anupam and other such rickety single-

screens around the city. Instead, they were now immersed in the pleasures of home video 

and satellite television. Jai Arjun Singh, a journalist and film commentator, has lived in 

Saket since 1987. In 2005, he recounted the momentous changes in the life of 

neighborhood after the arrival of the country’s first multiplex (Madhuban Fine Dining 

and PVR Memories, November 25, 2005): 

In the mid-1990s, strange things began to happen in our colony. Rumors grew of a 
light from the east, of a man named Bijli who had tied up with an Australian 
company to set up India’s first “multiplex” here. Rich relatives in other countries 
sent secret missives disclosing that multiplexes were cinema halls with three or 
four screens instead of one. We gaped in disbelief. Anupam shut down, then 
several months later we saw scaffolds and workers and large tarpaulins obscuring 
the building. In mid-1997 PVR Anupam opened and I went to see the first film 
shown there, Jerry Maguire, nothing of which registered because I was too busy 
alternately leaning back in the plush sofa-chairs and sinking my feet into the 
carpeted softness of the floor. Things would never be the same again in our 
modest little Saket, which had, only 30 or so years earlier, been a forestland 
where men would go rabbit hunting… 

 
Soon after the first multiplex had awed Delhi’s middle-classes, the Saket 

community center came to be known as the famed “PVR Complex.” It began to change 
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dramatically and rapidly. Pizza Hut, Barista, Café Coffee Day, Subway, etc. knocked out 

the five or six scattered shops that had once populated it. Singh notes that in 15 years, the 

Saket community center transformed “bit by bit, layer by layer, from a modest, bare-

boned little colony center into a bustling hub of Delhi yuppie-dom.” The Saket success 

story was to be emulated all over the country. Coinciding with the beginning of the 

India’s post-liberalization consumer culture, the mall replaced the community center, and 

the several multiplexes-in-malls began to rapidly arrive on India’s urban horizons. They 

have since transformed not only urban geographies, but also cinematic content, and the 

gendered codes of spatial organization and conduct that had existed at the site of the 

cinema for several decades.  

  The first multiplexes in India, PVR Saket and PVR Priya, were refurbished 

single-screen cinemas that opened in 1997 in New Delhi. Malls were also relatively new 

in the country in the late 1990s. The Bijlis, who are the owners of PVR Cinemas, were 

also the owners of a single-screen talkie called Priya that they had acquired in 1978. This 

cinema was not during very well in the 1970s, compared to rival upmarket modernist 

theaters in the city like Chanakya and Sheila that screened Hollywood films. Ajay Bijli, 

the current Managing Director of PVR Cinemas, began to contact Hollywood studios to 

be able to screen English films at Priya. He also began to uplift the hall to attract a more 

middle-class clientele. He cleaned up the toilets, installed a new Dolby sound system, and 

gave uniforms to the staff. The hall began to fare better, and eventually, the community 

center around the theater began to sprout chains that were the early symbols of 

globalization in India: fast food, coffee shops, stationary and greeting cards, etc. In the 
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mid-1990s, Bijli (on the recommendation of one of his Hollywood distributors) decided 

to approach the Australian media company Village Roadshow that was looking to make 

inroads into India. They decided on a joint venture for the first Indian multiplex, a 60-40 

share, where Bijli would have 60%. However, Bijli was not keen to convert Priya into a 

multiplex because by this time his concerted efforts at refurbishment had begun to bear 

fruit and the hall was doing very well as a single-screen talkie. Bijli began to look for 

other properties in Delhi, and finally the owners of another single-screen in the South 

Delhi neighborhood of Saket handed over the reigns of the cinema to him. India’s first 

multiplex, PVR (Priya Village Roadshow) open in Saket, with 4 screens. In an interview 

Bijli recalls (Firstpost, December 20, 2014): 

There were kilometer-long queues when we opened. And our campaign was very 
explicit: four cinemas under one roof, 24 shows a day, multiple cinema complex. 
Everything had to be clearly explained. 

 
The new Indian middle-class did not need much coaxing to shift their movie 

watching habits from the massive 1000-seat single screen cinema to the multiplex. As I 

show in chapter 1, the Indian middle-class’s “readiness” to adapt their movie watching 

habits to the multiplex model (despite its radical break with the traditional ways of film 

exhibition) must be contextualized within the histories of gender-and-class based spatial 

segregation long present in the country’s public and private life. By the early 2000s, Bijli 

had not only converted the family’s first single-screen talkie Priya into a multiplex but 

also had several new multiplex theaters under construction with contracts with the many 

different malls that were simultaneously being built. Village Roadshow exited India by 
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2001 after which Bijli operated the company without a partner. As outlined in the 

company’s brand book, PVR’s timeline was as follows: after establishing themselves in 

1997, the company went on to become the first film exhibitor in India to secure a private 

equity investment in 2003. In 2004, they launched India’s largest multiplex theater in a 

mall in Bangalore and began to refurbish a few of Delhi’s colonial era theaters under a 

new flagship called “PVR Heritage.” By 2006, they began to expand into B-towns and 

established “PVR Talkies,” also known as “People’s Cinemas.” Tickets were priced at a 

much lower cost than their counterpart multiplexes in the major metros. In 2008, the 

company reached a milestone with 100 operational screens and launched their first digital 

cinema at an upmarket mall in the New Delhi suburb, Gurgaon. By 2011, they began to 

focus heavily on the luxury-experience of cinema going and launched a set of extremely 

niche theaters labeled “PVR Director’s Cut” meant to offer a “7-Star Movie Viewing 

Experience.” Between 2012-2014, the company reached their 400-screen milestone and 

launched three different kinds of digital cinemas including PVR ECX (Enhanced Cinema 

Experience) and PVR IMAX (for 3D viewing) and also acquired a smaller multiplex 

chain, Cinemax. In 2018, the company was moving on to theaters equipped with 4DX 

technology and the new model of the Superplex which has 15 screens along with virtual 

reality lounges, play areas for children, gourmet dining, bookstores, and other attractions. 

In the course of the chapters that follow, I unpack each of these trajectories to understand 

how PVR is producing, packaging, and maintaining India’s thriving multiplex culture. 
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THE INDIAN MULTIPLEX IN A TRANSNATIONAL CONTEXT 

 
The multiplex story is not unique to India but has strong transnational and trans-

regional links to several cities in the Global South that share historical and cultural 

trajectories. Cities in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, like Delhi, Mumbai, Bangalore, 

Shanghai, Lahore, Karachi, Dhaka, Manila, Singapore, Peru, and Buenos Aires etc. have 

witnessed a “technologized urban culture” since the 1970s and as Ravi Sundaram (2010, 

2-3) points out, must be referred to as “postcolonial media cities.” Since the late 1990s, 

these cities have all witnessed an explosion of urban architecture and a related change in 

the relationship between gender and urban space. The ubiquitous rise of the shopping 

mall and the multiplex in these aforementioned cities is one of the most significant 

aspects of not only their dense digital infrastructures but also the forging of newer kinds 

of intra-and trans-regional audience imaginations.  

For example October 27, 2017, the audio launch of the upcoming Indian sci-fi 

thriller 2.0 (Shankar) starring the iconic Tamil superstar Rajnikanth and Bollywood star 

Akshay Kumar took place in Bruj Khalifa—the tallest building in the world—in Dubai. 

This film is a collaborative effort between two major regional film industries in India 

(Tamil and Hindi) across the subcontinent’s North-South divide, and its audio-launch in 

Dubai shows that it is actively invested in cultivating a global audience that is not just the 

Indian diaspora in the West but based much closer to home: in the United Arab Emirates. 

This film was slated to be India’s most expensive film to date, made on a budget of $68 

million.  The film’s stars as well as its Oscar winning music composer, A.R Rahman, 



 16 

were all present at the event. A massive poster of the film was displayed on the 2,721-

foot tall building using the building’s projection system. LED screens costing $300,000 

were mounted all across shopping malls in Dubai for the live relay of the event (Forbes, 

26 October, 2017). As is visible from this example, any understanding of cinema in 

contemporary South Asia must now consider its exhibition environments—the mall and 

the multiplex—often across regional and national boundaries as live, energized, tactile, 

and immersive spaces that are meant to supersede the experience of the film itself. 

 As I elaborate below, in India, the mall-multiplex as a symbol of urban 

reorganization and aspiration is perhaps closer to the developments that Acbar Abbas has 

read as the trademarks of the “Asian Century” (2005, 607). Abbas asserts that ways of 

thinking about the Asian city are likely to have a heavy impact on the ways of 

understanding urbanism in the future: “Asian cities are the most problematic. 

Transformed at unprecedented speed by new forms of capital, politics and media 

technology, the Asian city threatens to outpace our understanding of it” (Ibid.).  

In South Asian context, significant parallels can be drawn between multiplex 

cultures in India and Pakistan. Indian films were banned in Pakistan from 1965-2007, 

even though Indian cinema remained very popular and was widely circulated in Pakistan 

via VHS tapes and DVDs. The Pakistani film industry, too, remained all but dormant 

through during this period due to the growing Islamacization of the country under 

President Zia-ul-Haq. Several cinemas in Pakistan were forcibly closed, and several 

others fell into ruin and dilapidation by the 1980s.  Most producers, distributors, and 

exhibitors in Pakistan supported the lifting of the ban on Indian film content as it would 
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help bring Pakistani audiences, and particularly the middle-classes, to the theater. With a 

boost from Indian and Hollywood content, the first multiplexes began opening in 

Pakistan in 2007, and within a couple of years the number of digital screens had 

increased from 1 to 65. This in turn has also been a shot in the arm for the dormant 

Pakistani film industry, which has been undergoing a “revival” since 2013. With a 

multiplex led revitalization of film exhibition, the Pakistani film industry is looking to 

expand its audience base eastward to India where the two dominant languages of 

Pakistani cinema, Urdu and Punjabi, are widely spoken and understood. Like the Indian 

“multiplex film,” the “revived” Pakistani cinema also seeks to cater to niche audiences. 

As Mazhar Zaidi, the owner of the Pakistani production house Mateela Films, 

commented in an editorial in Dawn (June 1, 2014): 

While everywhere else in the world the arrival of multiplex changed the 
experience of watching cinema, in a country like Pakistan it has also been 
influencing the content itself. Higher ticket pricing structures and geographical 
location of new screens in urban centers automatically determines what kind of 
films the audience can possibly support. So, the new cinema of Pakistan has to 
cater to a new cinema audience. 

 
Thus, within South Asia, the multiplex has emerged as the foremost site for new 

kinds of trans regional exchanges across fraught geopolitical borders. The film industries 

of both nations are acutely aware of the profits that can be generated from the massive 

middle-class multiplex audience bases in cities like Lahore, Karachi, Delhi, Bombay, 

Calcutta, Dhaka, etc. all of which are historically bound together culturally, socially, and 

linguistically. As Adrian Athique and Douglas Hill (2010, 4) emphasize, in every context 
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the multiplex “emerges from the pages of a particular urban history, laden with ghosts of 

past aspirations and pregnant with metropolitan fantasies of tomorrow.”  

However, the South Asian multiplex story can also be located within the changing 

trajectories and histories of film exhibition in the West. The rapid rise and spread of 

multiplexes globally since the 1980s have been directly related to significant changes in 

both the nature of urban space and the practices of leisure. The first classic multiplex 

model (4 or more screens integrated with a host of ancillary services like food and 

beverage, video games, etc.) began in North America. Charles Acland (2002, 2003) 

points out the mall-in-multiplex of the 1980s rose in tandem with the suburbanization of 

American cities. Retail was outsourced to the suburbs and malls recognized the crowd- 

pulling capacity of the cinema. Built for the population that grew up in the Fordist 

suburbs, the multiplex was able to increase the profitably of the cinema without making a 

significant dent in the overall number of cinemas or the size of the audience. Acland 

further shows that this was a part of the “resurrection” of the vertical integration of the 

entertainment market in the United States. In the 1990s, a new wave of theater 

construction in America transformed the multiplex into a cinematic theme park: the age 

of megaplex. Shopping, dining, and cinema became irrevocably entwined leisure 

activities, even as suburbs were littered with abandoned and dead older shopping malls. 

In America, rapid urban decay and constant regeneration have been the hallmarks of the 

multiplex story (Athique and Hill, 2010). 

While Britain did not witness the kind of suburbanization as the United States, the 

density of the urban center meant that new constructions had to move to the periphery. 
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Phil Hubbard (2002, 2003) outlines certain characteristics that defined the multiplex as 

social space in Britain that have strong resonances with the Indian scenario. First, the 

multiplex in Britain is marketed as a “Family Entertainment Center,” thus marking an 

important shift from the cinema theater being geared towards the youth. It is a space of 

multi-media consumption in a controlled environment.  

Second, film viewing is only one of the many parts of the multiplex, which is 

designed to be a much broader experiential space. In the contemporary era, audiences 

have several avenues to watch films and thus they go to the multiplex to “encounter a 

particular sensorial experience: the multiplex itself.” Hubbard’s key argument (2003, 

262-264) is that the multiplex is essentially an “embodied” site of leisure, which 

promotes a “consumption of place” as much as the visual consumption of film. The 

sensory pleasures of the auditorium, lobby, and seating, along with practical advantages 

like free and available parking are essential.  

Another crucial factor, for Hubbard, is ontological security and comfort derived 

from being in the presence of others of the same economic class and not having to deal 

with difference (even though difference might be present). The architecture of the 

multiplex is designed to facilitate an anonymous flow of people, which adds to the 

comfort that patrons feel. The multiplex therefore, is associated with a “pleasurable series 

of bodily sensations” (257).  

Finally, Hubbard’s research reveals that the multiplex has strong associations with 

a “clean space.” Fundamentally, it is a space that helps mitigate anxieties about the 

defilement of the physical body and helps mark its perceived boundaries. We must also 
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take into account the prevalence of risk and fear that is embedded in the social fabric of 

contemporary capitalist cities and within this context “multiplexes are both represented 

and experienced as essentially unthreatening, predictable and domesticated leisure 

settings” (270). Though Hubbard’s research is based out of Leicester, United Kingdom, 

its findings have strong parallels with the rise and spread of multiplexes in India in terms 

of both physical and psychological space. In Chapters 2, 3, and 4, I examine the ways in 

which the multiplex as a social space in India is industrially produced to address and 

assuage very similar urban anxieties around controlled environments, economic class, 

cleanliness, boundaries, a certain level of domestication of leisure, and ultimately their 

vital relationship to gender.  

Another multiplex case study that is fairly close to the Indian scenario is that of 

Singapore. Neil Ravenscroft et. al (2010, 119) argue that the spatial metonymy of the 

cinema within the larger matrix of the mall is a way to reassure young people about 

consumerism as a central tenet of contemporary Singaporean society—this pattern of 

consumption is a part of the central planning of its urban environment. A part of this is 

Singapore’s larger residential redevelopment and the highly regulated nature of urban 

environment in the country. The sanitized and planned urban plans of Singapore have 

long been objects of aspiration and envy for India. Therefore, in its design and 

philosophy several Indian multiplexes have heavily borrowed from Singapore. Nitin 

Govil (2015, 133-134) points out that the multiplex in India marks “both a portal into the 

west and a gateway into the globalization of Indian life.” Consumption and 

commercialization are the twin logics of the multiplex which seeks to create a cordoned 
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off zone merging three spatial utopias: the urban exterior, the theatrical interior, and the 

on-screen space. Govil contends that the primary difference between the American and 

Indian multiplexes lie in their relationship to the shopping mall. While the former is 

based on a public display of consumption, in India the aspirational imperative—

“dreaming to buy”—remains very strong.  

Finally, Athique and Hill (2010, 9) list that “universally” the development of the 

multiplex displays the following three social vectors: a) economic restructuring and 

corporate control of the film industry, b) a reorganization of leisure which privileges the 

integration of previously disperse activities, and c) spatial restructuring that especially 

emphasizes certain modes of living over others. In this project, I use all of these three 

overarching and intersecting social, economic, and cultural vectors to understand the 

multiplex in the Indian capital through the primary anxieties around gender and class that 

are embedded in its architectural design and spatial politics. 

DELHI: MEDIA CITY/ “MODERN” CAPITAL  

 
            I base my study in the Indian capital, New Delhi, which in its modern 

form came to be in 1947, after the partition of British India. Delhi is one of the prime 

examples of the postcolonial media city (along with cities in Latin America, Africa, and 

Asia) where media production and consumption have grown exponentially since the 

1970s—often in ways outside the purview of state or corporate control (Sundaram, 2010). 

As the capital, Delhi has often served as the laboratory for the country’s many 

experiments with urban design, modernization, and globalization.  
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The British Indian Empire officially commenced in 1857 when the British Crown 

took over the administration of India from the British East India Company. The Empire’s 

capital shifted from Calcutta to Delhi—with a significant alteration of the city’s urban 

design to accommodate colonial ideas of space, light, and the “modern” city. The primary 

concern of the modern colonial city was sanitation—the basis for segregation of British 

and native populations. The new British city was to have none of the characteristics of the 

older Mughal Delhi1: winding lanes, crowded bazaars, densely packed houses. Fears of 

darkness guided 19th -Century British urban theory, and they believed that Shahjahanabad 

(Old Delhi) was a breeding ground of madness and disease. Edward Luytens, the British 

architect who built the new colonial city was a lover of the English countryside and 

constructed a city that was a combination of city and country: low, dispersed buildings 

separated by gardens and parks all characterized by baroque monumentality. All of this 

marked a complete reversal from the architecture of the old city. As Rana Dasgupta 

(2015, 168) writes in his biography of Delhi; the old Mughal capital was a city, New 

Delhi was a bureaucratic village filled with stupendous buildings of grandeur in a 

dispersed, pastoral layout. Its vast spaces were eerily empty and there was no space in the 

design for any kind of urban bustle. Similarly, Ravi Sundaram (2010, 16) argues that the 

new urban form of the city was based on a ceremonial display of colonial power: “New 

Delhi emerged as the city of the Empire all over the world where the volatile tropical 

nativisms were absorbed by a paternal universalism.” As I shall show, these colonial 

                                                
1 Delhi was the grand capital of the Mughal Empire that ruled India for four centuries, reaching the peak of 
their prosperity in the 17th Century. Under the Mughals, Delhi was a shining city of Persian inspired domes, 
palaces, forts, and gardens. Urdu—a mix of Persian, Arabic, Turkish, and Sanskrit was a language that 
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ideas about light space, city planning, and displays of power continue to powerfully 

influence the psyche of the capital. 

  Post partition and independence, the new Indian nation got not only the name of 

the Empire but also Delhi: already populated with monumental buildings that provided 

instant national dignity and authority (Dasgupta 2015). The new Indian elites and ruling 

classes moved into these British colonial bungalows and sought to obsessively preserve 

this locus of colonial power and memory (see also Chapter 1). A new technocratic 

modernism was envisaged for the city based on science and planning (Sundaram 2010, 

Menon 2002). A “New” Delhi was to be built again: this time by planners from the 

United States who helped create an urban masterplan for the city. Sundaram (19-20) has 

pointed out that in the 1950s U.S urban planners had begun to stress on the importance of 

decentralization as the primary mode of solving problems arising from urban density. 

Given that fears of an uncontrollable and dense city was rampant among the colonial and 

post-colonial elites and ruling classes, the U.S planners who worked on the Delhi 

Masterplan were able to introduce a machine model of urbanism. The forms of life that 

could be accommodated within this scientific, technocratic city such as economic 

proliferation, rural industries, or mixed-land use were to be controlled through legal 

dispersal (Sundaram 2010). However, the new city was instantly overrun by thousands of 

refugees fleeing from the horrors of Partition. This foundational trauma of the birth of the 

modern nations of India and Pakistan was rarely mentioned or commemorated by the 

governments of the two countries: the wound was too gruesome to even be look at. Delhi 

became a post-partition refugee city, and it was this unresolvable shock that profoundly 
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shaped the peculiar physiognomies of the capital: fear, anxiety, a visceral desire for 

accumulation, and a sense of constantly living in the aftermath of immense loss. 

The Indian state after independence quickly abandoned the Gandhian ideologies 

regarding the glorification of village life and an agrarian economic model. The new 

government began to champion modernization and urbanization through developmental 

planning. By the 1980s, the Masterplan and developmental planning had all unravelled. 

The lofty dreams of the independent nation had soured, and large-scale social, economic, 

and political turbulence marked another cycle of horrific violence and killings in Delhi. 

The 1984 anti-Sikh pogrom was the aftermath of the assassination of the Prime Minister 

Indira Gandhi by her Sikh bodyguards2. Ashis Nandy (1999) contends that the city 

remained thoroughly traumatic and ambiguous in the Indian imagination till the late 

1990s—just before globalization. In the 2000s, post liberalization private capital flooded 

the metropolis with private builders taking over real estate, transportation, and 

infrastructure leading to a rapid urban transformation where “a vast new mediascape 

envelops the city like an all-pervasive skin” (Sundaram 2010, 4).  

CINEMA AND GENDER IN THE CITY 

 
While television, radio and print media remained pedagogic instructions for 

nation building for several decades after independence, it was cinema, its corporeal 
                                                
2 In 1984, Sikh bodyguards assassinated India’s then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi in protest against her 
decision to send the Indian army into the Golden Temple (the holiest Sikh religious shrine) to extricate 
members of a Sikh separatist political outfit. After her assassination, wide spread pogroms were organized 
against the Sikh community, most notably in the capital Delhi with the help of members of the ruling 
Congress party and the state police. While official figures cite the number of Sikh murders at 2,800, 
independent investigations put the tally at 8,000. 
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attractions, and its potential to activate crowds through the space of the cinema hall that 

remained a significant source of anxiety for the government (Radhadhayaksha 2003, 

Srinivas 2000). As Sundaram (6) points out: 

 It was through the lens of the crowd that cinema was often viewed by the state as 
a site of immortality and danger, victim to the distraction/attention machine that 
film generated. As a symbol of a mass that distributed bourgeois citizenship, 
popular filmic desire had to be managed rather than completely annexed to state 
policy. Media outside cinema were more firmly yoked to developmentalism 
policy. 

 
After the liberalization of the economy, the first multiplexes in the country began 

to operate in Delhi. PVR Cinemas, my case study, and the biggest multiplex chain in the 

country are headquartered in the capital. Against the backdrop of the larger post 

globalization urban transformation of city, the arrival of the multiplex had its own crucial 

impacts. It completely altered the structure and organization of cinema in the city—

practices of crowd control and the corporeal environments of the cinema theater—all of 

which were fundamentally organized around the everyday practices of gender and space. 

Delhi’s peculiar relationship to gender owes its origins to the mass scale sexual violence 

that ensued in the capital during the Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. In the 

summer of 1947, unprecedented violence ensued across Northern India, 12 million 

people were displaced, over a million lost their lives, and more than 75,000 women were 

abducted, assaulted, and raped (Butalia 1998, Menon & Bhasin 1998). Violence against 

women was not perpetrated solely by the “other” religious community; several women 

were poisoned or immolated by members of their own kin to prevent their imminent 
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sexual “defiling.” The women who had survived the traumas of rape were not considered 

“pure” and were abandoned/shunned by their families. They had not “chosen” suicide 

like several of their counterparts. To their families—especially the male members—they 

were constant reminders of masculine failure. As Dasgupta (2015, 202) observes, this 

sense of historical castration and fantasies of phallic recovery continue to dominate the 

psyches of men in this part of the world. One of the first rules one learns in Delhi is that a 

person does not insult a man in public or the consequences can be fatal. Hyper aggressive 

masculinity, acute anxiety, and panic around gender relations and frequent random deaths 

due to minor clashes, fights, and insults are the definitive characteristics of the dark and 

emotionally fractured psychogeography of the capital. Popular Hindi cinema has also 

acknowledged the anxious explosion of globalized Delhi as an important narrative site (as 

I show in Chapter 3).  

  Until the 1980s, cinema viewing practices and distribution of single-screen 

cinemas in the city followed a predictable pattern: theaters were located close to 

residential neighborhoods or close to market places. Depending on the kinds of goods 

they sold they attracted either the “gentry” audiences or working-class populations. Halls 

that catered to a large middle-class population would often exhibit Hollywood films. 

According to Kirit Desai (in Vasudevan 2003), the owner of one of the city’s oldest 

single-screen talkies, Moti (located close to the Old City in the neighborhood Chandni 

Chowk), a definite change in the patterns of cinema consumption among audiences 

occurred around the 1970s. This also coincided with areas around that neighborhood 

(where there was a large congregation of cinema theaters) becoming wholesale markets 
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for electronic goods.  People would come from far-flung areas to buy electronic 

commodities and retail them elsewhere. Desai says that this led to the creation of a 

“floating population,” referring to working class men or a “mobile bachelor population,” 

who were attracted to the cinema of mindless distraction. Ravi Vasudevan (2003) points 

out that this change in the nature of the markets had a negative impact on the social 

profiles of several cinema halls: they stopped attracting women and families, usually the 

first indicators of an impending transformation in the nature of the spatial politics of the 

cinema. 

 Vasudevan also points out that in the 1950s, post-partition, the city witnessed the 

building of several “cusp” or corridor cinemas like Delite, Golcha, and Filmistan. These 

were located at the axes of transport and the intersections of Delhi’s many cities—old and 

new, British and Indian—they were positioned to attract audiences from beyond their 

immediate localities. SARAI, an urban media lab located in Delhi, conducted research on 

history and the contemporary state of media exhibition in the city in 2000 as a part of 

their Publics and Practices in the History of the Present (PPHP) project. The findings 

from this research show that cinema exhibition in the city has been under a sense of 

constant crisis since the 1970s. Several residential neighborhoods in the old parts of the 

city were rapidly commercialized, and substantial investments in sound and projection 

were needed to uplift the older theaters. Quality Hollywood films also disappeared from 

the market around the same time and the connotations of the English film changed. As 

Bhrigupati Singh (2003) has shown, in the early 1980s, there emerged a thriving C-

Circuit or soft porn market for international films with several independent distributors 
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flooding the market. Subsequently, several advances in domestic leisure technologies 

negatively impacted the single screen talkie (both economically and socially): the arrival 

of the video-cassette, color television, and finally Internet and DVDs. Vasudevan (2003) 

points out that there were three types of responses to these changes at the levels of 

production, distribution, and exhibition. First, the film industry began to look towards the 

diasporic market in the mid 1990s—leading to the emergence of the big-budget 

Bollywood blockbuster. Second, there was a concerted effort to integrate and cable and 

film distribution. Films would be shown for a shorter period in the theater and then 

moved to satellite television through logical channels and third—the most complex—the 

multiplex arrived in the late 1990s.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 
In this dissertation, I propose that the notion of the architectural event can be 

productively used to understand the contemporary multiplex dominated cinema 

sensorium in urban India. What is an event? In the Deleuzian understanding of the term, 

the event arises from a particular set of forces, but every event is “a unique instant of 

production in a continual flow of changes” (Stagoll 2005, 87-88). In other words, the 

event arises out of a set of inter-connected relationships among sensations, times, space, 

and structures. Thus while an event can be a distinct happening, and be placed within a 

larger structure, in the Deleuzian “unified theory of event,” it can include not only 

narrative structure, but also the total range of phenomena occurring across time and space 

and its impact on affective/experiencing bodies (Livesey 2010, 13). An event therefore is 
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always changing and includes the total immersive potential of a sensorium: from 

something as fleeting as smell to more concrete aspects like architectural spectacles. Also 

pertinent to my current concerns is Whitehead’s contribution to the understanding of the 

relationship between events and objects, or “ingressions,” objects (physical and sensory) 

come to embody events and in turn become events themselves (in Livesey 2010). In this 

dissertation, I use the notion of the “unified event” to understand the complex set of inter-

connected and related conditions that are continuously creating and defining the 

circumstances within which a cinema (object) becomes an architectural event.  

Giuliana Bruno reminds us that film is developed for spectatorship in the theater 

(2002, 2). In a parallel approach to Deleuze and Whitehead’s notion of the event, Bruno 

argues that we need to interrogate architecture as a “maker of cinema” (6). She also 

suggests that the haptic—the theory of contact—is crucial to the way in which the 

relations among space, bodies, and architectures can be comprehended. Bruno argues that 

film and architecture form a bond that is tactile, and an emphasis on the haptic helps us 

develop (Ibid.) 

…a theory that connects space to sense. Hence the haptic realm is shown to play a 
tangible, tactical role in our communicative “sense” of spatiality and motility, 
thus shaping the texture of habitable space and, ultimately, mapping our ways of 
being in touch with the environment. 

 
Crucially, Bruno (44-45) has also drawn attention to how the architecture of the 

movie theaters is one valuable way to understand film spectatorship. Film must always be 
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“housed” and it is through the public architecture of the theater that “the motion picture is 

a social, architectural event.” She tellingly states: 

One can never see the same film twice. The reception is changed by the type of 
physical inhabitation the site yearns for, craves, projects, and fabricates, both 
inside and outside the theater. Thus we can be utterly different spectators when 
we watch the same film in different places, for different models of spectatorship 
are figured in the architecture of the theater itself. 

 

In this project I show how the multiplex has capitalized on the age-old communal 

and event-like nature of cinema-going in the subcontinent and meticulously transformed 

it into a new event: a middle-and-upper class experiential marvel through a highly visible, 

stylized, and surface-level elimination of the gendered anxieties that were embedded in 

the ecologies of the erstwhile cinema-event in India. These developments in turn are also 

fuelled by the Bombay film industry’s desires for enhanced cultural and symbolic capital 

through a global circulation of its cinema in the last two decades (see Ganti 2012). In 

particular, within India, Bollywood’s response to this spectacular new exhibition ecology 

has manifested itself through a new genre: the “multiplex film,” where content is woven 

into the skin of the exhibition platform in ways that herald new inter-connected relations 

among film, exhibition, and space in India. Conceptually then, the architectural event 

refers to the immersive experience of the “total” space-time that cinema inhabits.  

Both Bruno and Laura Marks have argued for a shift in focus in cinema studies 

from the optic to the haptic—looking at the film spectator as a voyager (as opposed to a 

voyeur) moving through an emotive terrain. Bruno argues (2002, 16), “Through this shift 

my aim is to reclaim emotion and argue from the position of a film voyaguese, for the 
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haptic is a feminist strategy of reading space.” She develops her theory of embodied 

spectatorship from the forms of mobile architecture forms that preceded the cinema 

theater and produced a new spatiovisuality: the arcades, railways, departmental stores, 

gardens, etc. She suggests that historically and phantasmagorically, the act of viewing, as 

an imaginary form of flânerie, was open to women. Second, the rhythm of the city could 

be constructed within the architectural space of the film theater. Bruno suggests, “the 

story begins with architecture” (23). An empty, frozen theater is slowly animated and 

“energized” by the crowds who come to inhabit it—“the movie theater is housed in the 

city, which itself was a movie house, a theater of modernity’s journeys.” Thus, the 

architecture of the cinema theater offers not only a variety of possible cinematic 

experiences but also several ways of mapping film spectatorship.  

     Most theories on embodied spectatorship (Sobchack 1992, Bruno 2002, Marks 

2000) have located the body and its multisensory capacities at the center of understanding 

both cinema and practices of exhibition and spectatorship. According to Marks (2): 

Haptic images, I suggest, invite the viewer to respond to the image in an intimate, 
embodied way, and thus facilitate the experience of other sensory impressions as 
well. These sense experiences are not separate, of course. They combine to form 
culturally defined “sensuous geographies,” or our sensory experiences of place. 
More fundamentally, they inform each person’s sensorium, the bodily 
organization of sense experience. 

 
Following Deleuze and Henri Bergson, Marks elaborates on “attentive 

recognition” (147)—the image is multisensory and its perception engages all senses. 

Similarly, Vivian Sobchack (1992) suggests that cinema is an extension of the viewer’s 
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embodied experience where the interpretation of meaning goes beyond signs and is felt 

by the body. Embodied spectatorship does not differentiate between sense and intellect. 

These theories of embodied spectatorship are particularly suited to the South Asian 

context—the interactive character of cinema viewing had always been the most common 

tactic of spectatorship in India. Marks (150), following Sobchack, suggests that if film 

viewership is understood as an exchange between two bodies (of the viewer and of the 

film) then the dominant model of the passive viewer must be replaced by one who 

participates in the production of the cinematic experience—“Rather than witnessing 

cinema as through a frame, window, mirror, the viewer shares and performs cinematic 

space dialogically.” Therefore, Marks argues that the cinematic encounter takes place 

between two sensoria: of the body and of the film.  

In this dissertation, I extend these theories of the sense perceptions of the body 

and the “haptic image” from the site of the film-text to that of the cinema theater, arguing 

that the two are intrinsically related. Thus, the architectural event involves not only the 

film (the object) but also the geography of the cinema theater and the varied 

sensory/bodily experiences it produces and activates. I use the theoretical frameworks of 

the architectural event and haptic/embodied space primarily to define (a) the multiple 

layers of the spatial imaginaries of the multiplex, (b) how they are embedded in its built 

environment, geographically, and architecturally, and (c) the industrial, socio-economic, 

and cultural relationships that frame these event-productions. My dissertation shows that 

middle-and-upper-class anxieties around gender are ultimately the fulcrum upon which 

the pleasures of the mall and the multiplex are industrially produced. 
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In Indian film and media studies, an overwhelming emphasis is on the film text 

with very little scholarly focus on practices of exhibition. Two recent books in Indian 

film and media studies have addressed the multiplex phenomena through two different 

but equally productive frames. Nitin Govil’s (2015) Orienting Hollywood: A Century of 

Film Culture Between Los Angeles and Bombay locates the multiplex within the larger 

theoretical frameworks of the “copy” that has dictated historical associations of Indian 

cinema with Hollywood, most prominently coalesced into the problematic term 

“Bollywood.” Govil argues that the copy goes much beyond simple imitation and moves 

into a network that is dynamic, transformative, and emergent (41). Govil highlights that 

the demise of one of Delhi’s most iconic modernist theaters Chanakya post the 1990s 

heralded the dawn of the corporatization of the exhibition sector along with “rapacious 

capitalism” (150). Govil locates the arrival of the multiplex with its overt nods to 

American patterns of consumption within a much larger history of failed American 

interests in Indian film exhibition, through a revisiting of two examples: the first from the 

1920s involving a prominent single-screen in Bombay and more recently in the mid-

1990s when a Hollywood studio failed to acquire a multiplex in the state of Maharashtra.  

Amit Rai’s (2009) book Untimely Bollywood: Globalization and India’s New 

Media Assemblage shows that the multiplex (in the mall) is an excellent example of what 

he calls contemporary Bollywood’s larger media assemblage, which is unstable and 

heterogeneous ridden with potentialities of the non-linear. Rai argues that the multiplex 

has not only reformulated cinemagoing in India by unleashing a new spatio-temporal 

regime but also opened up the transnational avenues for commerce for Bollywood’s 
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global assemblage. Rai uses the popular Indian-English term “time pass” specifically 

associated with moviegoing in India  (but also with any activity that results in an 

unproductive usage of time) to elaborate on the peculiar relationship between time and 

embodied spectatorship in the subcontinent. The multiplex has repackaged “time-pass” 

in various ways.  For instance, the multiplex produces new formats for cinema like 

shorter durations and also a shrinking of the average shot duration, along with the 

omission of the intermission in some places. Traditionally, a big indicator of one’s 

devotion to the movies was “repeat viewings” or watching the same film several times at 

the theater. Rai argues that this has also been repackaged through the elaborate pre- 

release publicity campaigns, and the circulation of cinema on various medias like cell 

phones and its reproduction on transnational satellite television. Therefore, as Rai posits, 

the multiplex is not only cinema’s new space of exhibition but it entirely reframes the 

relations between bodies, desires, pleasures, and affect through the multiple tactile 

technologies of sight, sound, and taste and also its promotion of endless “choice” through 

population segmentation. 

My project, while drawing upon both Rai and Govil’s arguments, forefronts 

gender in the architectural, spatial, and ideological imaginations of India’s multiplex 

culture. I argue that the multiplex is imagined and industrially produced as a space whose 

primary function is to visibly assuage middle-class anxieties around gender. This constant 

and vigilant alleviation of gendered anxiety is what centrally dictates its techno-

architectural design. Further, by underlining the relations between hygiene and middle-

class gendered notions of safety in India, my project historicizes the nexus between 



 35 

gendered anxieties, cinema exhibition, and ideas of safe/clean space that have long 

circulated among the middle-classes in the subcontinent. These inter-related socio-

political-cultural vectors in turn produce cinema as an architectural event. In this context, 

my dissertation also addresses and draws upon two bodies of scholarly work on South 

Asia: (a) the politics of film exhibition and (b) gender and class in the postcolonial media 

city. 

 In the broader South Asian context, recent attempts have been made to 

understand the spatial and cultural politics of film exhibition through location and urban 

geography. For instance, Stephen Hughes (2003) has written about the urgent need to 

reconsider Indian film studies through the sites of its exhibition. He argues that it is 

through film-exhibition that we can begin to create alternative understandings of Indian 

cinema as an object of study. When taken from this perspective the film text itself 

becomes a kind of performance — “a unique interaction of people and projected media at 

a specific place and occasion.” Films are then not finished or timeless objects but 

constantly remade and rearticulated within their exhibition sites. Hughes states that such 

narratives that locate cinema within the conditions of their local histories and take into 

account its “living, dynamic and reciprocal relationships” with audiences may not 

correspond to all-India meta narratives of cinema but more often has the potential to 

disrupt such ideas. Similarly, Ravi Vasudevan (2005, 25) argues that the experience 

inside the cinema hall is distinctive, something that cannot be experienced elsewhere, but 

its is also “continuous with the space in which it is located.” 



 36 

In her fascinating work on film exhibition in Bangladesh, Lotte Hoek (2010) 

shows that in South Asia, the film-text itself is “unstable” and heavily dependent (through 

cuts, re-edits, abrupt pauses due to technical glitches etc.) on the conditions of its 

exhibition. Following the exhibition of Mintu the Murderer (pseudonym-title), a low-

budget Bangladeshi action film intercut with soft porn clips, Hoek found that audiences 

interpreted this film not only through the text but also in their interactions with the 

projectionist, who would often alter the film (especially the appearance and duration of 

the pornographic cut-pieces sown arbitrarily into the film) based on audience demands. 

Other local factors like censorship, theater management, occasions (like Eid), producer’s 

interest, and the projectionist himself contributed to the rapidly changing nature of the 

film-text.  She states (2010, 63) that this “unstable celluloid” allowed for several different 

possibilities: 

The audience entered into a dialogue with the projectionist. Projectionists and 
managers surveyed the audience to see what would be retained or excluded from a 
given film. The nature of the active audience was thus related to the possibilities 
offered by technology and circumstance of exhibition. 

 
Crucially, the social event of “time passing” integrated a specific movie theater 

into the social passage of the body—“in that sense the singularity of the event was 

indissociable from the specificity of a theater’s space” (Rai 2010, 144). Therefore, in 

keeping with the theories of embodied spectatorship, at the level of the body, the single-

screen cinema was a “total immersive space and one for radical discontinuity and 

interruptions.” Going to the cinema meant entering a space and not leaving it till the 

intermission or the end of a show. It was very much a space that was contained and apart 
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from the rhythms of everyday life—“this recalcitrant experience of cinema was always 

also an acknowledgement of the workings of the body’s autonomic nervous processes: 

breathing, sweating, and muscle contraction” (157).  

  The multiplex has been credited with enabling a “return to the movies” for 

India’s urban middle-classes post the decline in cinemagoing in the 1970s and 1980s. As 

also discussed in Chapter 1, several factors like the arrival of home video, color 

television, and finally the spread of multiplexes led to a decline in the fortunes of the 

single-screen cinemas of the city and the practice of moviegoing. More importantly, 

middle-class women and families stopped frequenting the single-screens. This coupled 

with the arrival of the easy “morning show” (sleazy/soft porn foreign films) after the 

relaxation of import regulations in the 1980s turned several of the single-screens into 

spaces inhabited primarily by lower middle-class and working-class men, with limited 

spending powers. The single-screen was a space rife with the possibility of events that 

could not be contained or predicted. Activated by the multiple sensations felt by the 

crowds within the psycho-geography of the hall, these events were ephemeral. Rai (2010, 

45) has talked about the “first day, first show” culture associated with the single-screen as 

an event. This was the practice of watching a popular Hindi film on the day of its 

release—usually accompanied by a festival-like atmosphere at the theater and mad rush 

for tickets, a proliferating informal black market and waiting in queues for hours to gain a 

coveted ticket for the much awaited “first day”—an “unbearable building of expectations, 

all centered around the (in) security of ticket possession.” This also involved closer 

policing and methods of crowd control deployed by the cinema management. Rai has 
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called the “first day, first show” an “event which exceeds its actualization,” making the 

space of the movie theater “overloaded.” Overload and excess and their potential are the 

two main fears that dictated gender and class segregation at the single-screen and also 

marked them as spaces that needed continuous monitoring because the intermixing of 

diverse populations signified “a dangerous mix in need of control and policing.”  

  It is the probability of the excess of the event-space and the unpredictability 

associated with it that the multiplex has sought to eliminate, without entirely losing its 

pleasures (and the collective bodily memories associated with cinema viewing in the 

subcontinent). Within a closed environment, the mall and multiplex seeks to eliminate all 

the “chaotic libidinal freedom” of the dangerous outside world and “sanitize the 

unruliness of the older collective experience and make it accessible to aesthetic and 

postmodern reception” (Rai 2010, 148). Therefore, the interrelated issues of gender, 

space, and class are crucial here. In her M.Phil thesis, Jenisha Borah looks at how the 

category of gender is shapes the space of the theater. She specifically studies an Art Deco 

theater in Mumbai, Maratha Mandir. Given the unique location of Maratha Mandir, close 

to both a residential neighborhood and the infamous red-light area Kamathipura, both 

middle-class women and sex-workers end up watching films in the same space. She 

examines the roles that women play as consumers not so much out of their own choice 

but as structured by the space of the theater (69)—“given that gender is embedded in the 

architecture and architectonics of the theater,” she traces how such exclusions inform the 

film-going experiences of women. It is not only gender but also class, which are 

reinforced within the cinema. The balcony restrooms for women are much bigger and 
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better than the rest. The distribution of restrooms ensures that classes do not intermingle. 

Further, women rarely come unaccompanied to the theater (73-74), and if they do the 

ticket seller usually finds them tickets near the Dress Circle where they can find other 

female company. The stall area—home to the “unruly” lower-class male crowd—is a 

boundary that female audiences rarely cross. Women spectators at this hall are rather 

limited due to their discomforts over safety and security. As also mentioned earlier, it is 

this primary gendered nature of anxiety that became the blueprint for the architectural 

design of the multiplex. The mall and multiplex aims potentially to eliminate these risk 

and fears through their spectacularized class-coded architectures of segregation and 

difference. These also in turn mirror the overarching spatial developments engulfing the 

postcolonial media city. 

Malls and multiplexes and their ubiquity in contemporary India are a part of a 

larger neoliberal move towards specific ideas of globalization and cosmopolitanism 

widely advertised across multiple media platforms. Notably, there has been a heightened 

celebration of upward class mobility and the proliferation of new/advanced technology in 

the face of heightened social segregation. One of the predominant ideas that fuelled the 

post 90s moment of cultural globalization in India was of a “new middle class,” distinctly 

different from the “old middle class.” According to Leena Fernandes the growing 

visibility of the new middle classes, which constitute of almost 300 million people, is 

symptomatic of a “wider national political culture, one that has shifted from older 

ideologies of a state-managed economy to a middle class based culture of consumption” 

(2006, XV). Capitalism was previously identified with lack of patriotism; “members of 
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the new middle classes now consider themselves as motors of a new national 

revitalization, both in terms of economy and moral values” (Fernandes, 2006, ibid.). 

Pleasure as individual and collective progress, pleasure-driven consumption and display 

of wealth are the bastions of this “new middle class.” 

Fernandes (2006) also proposes a valuable concept of “middle-classness” as a 

means of considering the experience and imagination connected with the middle class. It 

is particularly the intangibility and fuzziness of the “middle classes” as a category that 

leaves scope for multiple interpretations and underlines the importance of distinguishing 

the shaping of aesthetics and performance of “taste” as a cultural resource among the 

newly emerging social groups (in Brosius 2010,14). Pierre Bourdieu’s classic thesis on 

what constitutes class is helpful here. He states that class is a cluster of individuals to take 

up a similar position in social space, determined by pedigree, symbolic and financial 

capital, and class-consciousness (in Brosius 2010, 14-16): 

 These are always spatialized either by means of imagination, perception, 
experience or materialization. The members of a class move in a space of 
lifestyles, not just a physical space—like a city—but a space in which symbolic 
capital is not a shaped and shaping force within imagination. 

  
The metaphors floating in the media that defined the lifestyles and the general 

feeling of well-being fuelled by increased wealth of the new middle classes were “Indian 

Unbound,” “Indian Shining,” “Feeling Good,” and “World-Class.” Christiane Brosius 

argues that it is not only disposable income which facilitates the new middle classes 

subscribing to “world class” notions and defining their identities, but it is the aspiration 
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to become a member of both a cosmopolitan and nationalist class of Indians that fuels the 

imaginary of the “global Indian.” Arjun Appadurai (1997) has also stressed a group’s 

capacity to aspire as an important factor in urban consumer societies. It is related to a 

desire for visibility that translates into recognition and also displays of competence to 

handle cultural capital. The promise of a globalized Indian class as a category is imbibed 

with an equal promise of a good life. 

Where are such aspirations and imaginations given form? Brosius’s (2010, 327) 

study examines, for instance, the urbanization of Delhi through gated communities and 

malls, religious practices like the Akshardham Cultural Complex, the health and wellness 

industry, destination weddings—all of which provide important insights into the 

pleasures, desires, and anxieties of this new middle class. All of these imaginaries are 

particularly relevant for the various negotiations that evolve around the idea of a 

globalized emerging India that, despite its new and shining appearance, is purportedly 

rooted in and is retranslating ancient traditions, religious practices, and national and 

cultural heritage. Brosius’s thesis is that the notions of tradition, religion, national and 

cultural heritage are packaged and circulated in new ways and along new routes and 

topographies, across global and local domains, by means of the transnational mobility of 

media, people, images, and concepts. Very often, however, they fall back on already 

established concepts and patterns (e.g., caste and religion) that are appropriated and 

altered according to new contexts (class). 
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These visions of cultural globalization, “world class” cities, and cosmopolitanism 

are intricately linked to media urbanisms as Ravi Sundaram (2010, 2-4) in his work on 

Delhi’s “technologized urbanism’’ unequivocally states: 

Postcolonial cities are also media cities, a tag typically reserved for the ‘global 
city.’ Life in cities and towns today is also about inhabiting a media urbanism, 
with its exhilaration and dangers, not just in India, but also in most parts of the 
postcolonial world. 

 
Sundaram argues for an evaporation of the boundaries between technology and urban 

life. Borrowing from Jean-Louis Comolli’s notion of “frenzy of the visible” that he used 

to describe life after industrial modernity in Europe, Sundaram suggests that Indian cities 

have recalled this “frenzy” through a “wild ensemble of image and sensation, an urban 

hyperstimuli” (3). The purview of the technological has extended far beyond mills and 

dams to encompass the entire city, its infrastructures, media forms and networks “like an 

all pervasive skin.” “This corporeal mix gave the urban experience a visceral, overimaged 

feel—it also dispersed the classic morphology of the planned city. Proliferation, endless 

proliferation, was the secret of this new metropolis” (3-5). 

Following Anne Friedberg’s (1993) landmark work on gender, cinema, and the 

shopping mall in the West, scholars working on India’s experience with globalization 

have also stressed the centrality of the mall and the multiplex as sites that shape new 

experiences of urban modernity. Friedberg has discussed the history of the shopping mall 

as an architectural and social space. As an architectural space the mall derives from the 

mid-19th-century vaulted interiors of the arcades and from the multistoried central well of 
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the department store. Interestingly both these structures were designed to maximize the 

commercial effectiveness of a public interior. She writes (1993, 109): 

The ultimate extension of 19th century urban artificial environment—parks, 
passageways, department stores, and exhibition halls—is that contemporary urban 
“center,” the shopping mall. The shopping mall is… the key “topos” of 
postmodern urban space.  

 
Friedberg has also argued for an alignment of activities like shopping and tourism 

with television and cinema spectatorship in modern urban spaces. She suggests that the 

shopping mall combines the speculative activities of shopping with the mobility of 

tourism, and the multiplex embodies both in a virtual form. In such environments, the 

physical body becomes an increasingly fluid site and “in this ‘virtual mobility’ the actual 

body—gender-bound, race-bound, ethnicity-bound—becomes a veritable depot for 

departure and return” (110). She underlines shopping as a powerful metaphor for 

spectatorship. Like cinematic spectatorship, the mall relies on a perceptual displacement; 

“it defers external realities, retailing instead a controlled, commodified and pleasurable 

substitution” (122). Friedberg has shown it is with the beginnings of consumption and the 

origins of the department store, packaged tourism and proto cinematic entertainment that 

the urban female subject, the counterpart to the male subject in modernity, the flâneuse 

was born. Women were empowered with new forms of social mobility as shoppers, 

tourists, and cinemagoers. Thus consumer culture made possible the appearance of the 

flâneuse in public spaces. Friedberg (36-37) looks at the development of shopping as a 

socially accepted leisure activity for bourgeois women, as “pleasure rather than 
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necessity.” It permitted women to wander without escorts, providing a protected gaze for 

the flâneuse. New desires were created for her, and she was the main target for consumer 

address. 

 Brosius and Rai have both drawn parallels between present-day malls in urban 

India and Walter Benjamin’s accounts of the 19th century arcades in Paris—sites of 

consumption and utopian imagination. The key feature of “mall culture” is a consumption 

of fetishes centered on  “the cultured hedonistic flâneur—the protagonist of emerging 

modernity and urbanity, of taste and distinction”—in short, it is a world of 

phantasmagorias (Brosius 2010, 57). In urban India, places where middle-class women as 

consumers and professionals are welcome, like malls and coffee shops, require their 

presence to be able to pass as markers of modernity in a city that claims global status 

However, as scholars like Shilpa Phadke (2007,1514) have argued these are not really 

“public” spaces but privatized spaces that masquerade otherwise. While ostensibly open 

to “all,” through many visible and invisible methods entry is controlled and regulated, 

chief among which is intimidation. Phadke writes (1515), “The presence and 

performance of a class habitus of these women are very important in the construction of 

the global city.”  

My dissertation contributes to these bodies of literature by bringing an 

architectural and infrastructural framework to the conceptual understandings of gender, 

space, and class in India’s new global economy and its primary sites of mediated display 

like the mall and the multiplex. Ultimately, my project shows that cinema and its 
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exhibition spaces must now be considered as thoroughly aggregated sites that are 

industrially imagined and produced as a coherent and cohesive architectural event. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 
To research this project, I conducted 18 months of field research in Delhi and 

Bombay and drew from a variety of sources. In order to delineate the multiplex layers of 

the immersive architectural event at the cinema, I followed a mixed-methods approach 

combining industrial analysis, ethnography, and discourse analysis, textual readings of 

film and photographs, and archival work. This multi-method approach also helped me 

map the ways in which the event is relational across various sites extending from the film 

text to the manifold elements that make up the exhibition infrastructure. 

For a historical understanding of cinema theaters and their early organization of 

space (discussed in Chapter 1), I looked at the newspaper archives of India’s leading 

English daily, the Times of India from 1919-1950s, along with the Indian Cinematograph 

Committee Report of 1927-28. This report provides a wealth of information about 

colonial and elite Indian understandings of the role of cinema, the organization of 

exhibition, and the anxieties that dictated their policies. I also conducted site-specific 

ethnographies of four old single-screen talkies in Delhi: Sheila, Delite, Cinema Excelsior, 

and Liberty. Besides extended interviews with the theater owners, I was able to draw 

upon materials from their family archives like opening brochures, photographs, publicity 

materials and architectural blueprints. These sources also helped me chart the relationship 

between the industrial histories of film exhibition in the city and the ways in which the 



 46 

socio-cultural imaginaries of the spatial politics of the cinema were imagined across 

different agents: the pre-and-post independence Indian state, the cinema theater owners 

and their socio-cultural networks, the English language press, and the middle-and-upper 

class audiences. Significantly, these archival and ethnographic sources also help us map 

the many ways in which gender in its intersection with class has always been the key site 

of public anxiety in India. Revisiting the history of film exhibition from the perspectives 

of gendered anxieties and spatial politics of Indian “private” and “public” life also sheds 

light on why the multiplex was able to find rapid success in the subcontinent. 

For the multiplex and the mall, I conducted an extensive ethnography of the chain 

PVR Cinemas, India’s largest multiplex company. This included interviews with 

personnel across various departments like design and architecture, human resources, 

business development, security, and sound technology. I was also given access to their 

industrial and corporate literatures like their brand book, employee manuals, annual 

reports and publicity plans. I combined this with a spatial ethnography of an upmarket 

mall in Delhi, Select City Walk (which also houses the PVR multiplex; used in Chapters 

2 and 4). An industrial and spatial ethnography of the multiplex and mall helped me 

concretize the architectural event across the multiple aspects that come together in its 

production. For instance, in Chapter 2, I discuss PVR’s processes of hiring service staff 

and employees at the site of its multiplex, their training procedures, and the company 

employee manual that lays out the ways in which it imagines the relationship between its 

infrastructure, service staff, audience/viewer expectations, and company’s larger brand 

expressions and ethos. These kinds of source materials support the conceptual and 
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theoretical frameworks of this project and help us see the minute and meticulous ways in 

which the immersive experience “being at the multiplex” is being designed. Similarly, 

my in-depth interviews with the architects of Delhi’s mall showed the centrality of the 

figure of the middle-class female consumer in the mall’s design. It also helped me map 

the relationship between the mall and the multiplex and narrativize how each imagines its 

presence as contiguous to the other.  

I also conducted interviews with directors, producers, editors, and publicity 

personnel in the Bombay film industry to understand the relationships between film and 

their understanding of exhibition space in the country. To study the new genre of the 

“multiplex film,” I used a combination of discourse analysis, interviews with film 

personnel in the Bombay industry, and textual analyses of the films themselves (Dev D, 

Pink, NH10; discussed in Chapter 3). I used these methods to understand the new genre 

of the  multiplex film as they helped reveal the ways in which the shopper/consumer/ 

“multiplex spectator” now dominates the audience imaginary. The film industry is in a 

process of constant dialogue with the distribution and exhibition industries, and this 

nexus effectively helps weaves the film into the skin of the exhibition platform. As the 

case studies of the films I chose show, they consciously use the enhanced immersive 

sound, color, and life-like technologies of the multiplex to create new sensory 

experiences for middle-class audiences. Bollywood films are now being made not only to 

fit these specialized exhibition technologies but also addresses the spectator in the context 

of the larger mall-multiplex ecology that this she now inhabits and navigates, thereby 

blurring the distinctions between cinema space and public space.  
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In addition to these materials, I also draw upon a photo archive of the decaying 

and dead single-screen cinemas in the contemporary city made by visual artist Nandita 

Raman in 2002 to discuss the concepts of time and nostalgia in the media city in Chapter 

4. These photographs reveal the symbolic and ghostly presence of several old and iconic 

single-screen cinemas in the city which, despite being rendered dysfunctional by the 

glitzy new architectures of the mall and the multiplex, nevertheless remain as decaying 

specters that haunt the city’s geography. In this chapter, I also draw upon interviews with 

middle-class multiplex audiences, which reveal an intense nostalgia for the communal 

and unpredictable event of the film viewing at the single-screen, and situate this within 

the larger discourses of lament in the English language press on the “passing” of an era of 

cinema culture in the country with the death of each iconic old cinema. This is juxtaposed 

with the multiplex’s move towards extreme immersion with new technologies like 4DX, 

ECX (Enhanced Cinema Experience), and Virtual Reality lounges. I have used these 

materials in the final chapter of this dissertation to nuance further our understanding of 

the related and interconnected realms of pleasures and anxieties that dictate the cinematic 

and architectural world of the film audience in India. 
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CHAPTERS 

 
           Chapter 1: Gender, Geography, and the Cinema Hall: A Map of Public 

Anxiety provides a historical account of single-screen cinemas in India through a critical 

analysis of the anxieties around gender and class that were contained and embedded 

within the architectural space of the cinema hall. Using specific case studies of cinema 

halls from the 1940s-1970s in Colonial Bombay and post-independence Delhi, I provide 

historical and ethnographic accounts of the evolution of the space and architecture of the 

cinema theaters in relation to their cultural geographies to show that the spatial politics of 

the contemporary multiplex in India can be traced to both the colonial Art Deco of the 

1940s-50s and to the Modernist Theaters of the 1960s and 1970s. Some prominent single-

screen theaters (like Liberty in Bombay and Sheila in Delhi) were early pioneers of a 

specific kind of cinema viewing experience for middle-and-upper-class audiences. They 

spoke in a techno-architectural language that emphasized the thrills of cinema in a 

“clean,” “hygienic,” and “safe” space. I argue that the cinema-hall (just like the film-text) 

was an important allegory for national pride, made visible through progressive 

architecture and technology. It has always been a rich and tactile site for aspiration and 

anxiety alike, balancing on gender and class. This chapter focuses on the historical 

relationship between “public space” and architectural space as they converged at the site 

of the cinema and show why such an archeological profile of the single-screens is crucial 

to understanding the peculiar spatial language of the contemporary multiplex.     
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             Chapter 2: Architectures of “Happiness”: Designing the Malltiplex builds 

upon the classed and gendered anxieties around film exhibition and public space in the 

city discussed in chapter 1. This chapter looks at the most predominant fused space of 

urban entertainment in the Indian city: the malltiplex. Drawing upon fieldwork conducted 

in one of South Delhi’s most successful mega malls, Select City Walk, along with 

extensive interviews across several departments (design and interiors, security, business 

development, marketing, staff recruitment and training and food and beverage) of India’s 

foremost multiplex chain, PVR Cinemas, this chapter shows how gendered “safe” space 

is industrially constructed, maintained, and circulated in the public imagination. I map the 

emergence and evolution of this specific kind of industrial design against the backdrop of 

the rapidly changing urban landscape of South Asian cities, where ideas of space and 

architectures dominate visions of a “global city,” reminiscent of Dubai, Singapore, and 

Shanghai. Through this design and architectural space, going to the cinema is produced 

and packaged as an event. However, in several ways, the mall and the multiplex are 

predicated upon the same spatial anxieties that haunted the earliest Art Deco theaters in 

the country’s foremost metros. This chapter shows that the gendered spectatorial profile 

created by the spatial design of the mall and the multiplex suggest a forceful 

rearticulation of the three pillars of gendered middle-class anxiety in India: “hygiene,” 

“safety,” and “security.” Class and caste barriers are stringently established to create a 

seamless and invisible environment for “immersive” cinema viewing experiences. With 

these reassurances in place, the multiplex celebrates shopping and cinema as an 

architectural event. 
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             Chapter 3: Architectures of the Unhomely: The Delhi “Multiplex Film” 

looks at the arrival of a new genre in Hindi Cinema—the “multiplex film”—and its 

relationship to the architecture, aesthetics, and the spatial politics of the mall and the 

multiplex. Within this larger genre, I have delineated the recent emergence of a cluster of 

films that are specifically located in Delhi and comment on the peculiar nature of urban 

space in the capital, especially post globalization. Crucial to this Delhi subgenre is the 

question of everyday gendered violence in the city that has long plagued the capital but 

became a powerful part of public discourse after the brutal gang rape and murder of Jyoti 

Singh on December 16, 2012. This incident made headlines worldwide leading to a 

public outcry on women’s safety and rights in India, and especially in the infamous “rape 

capital” Delhi. Through a close reading of three recent Delhi multiplex films—Pink 

(Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury, 2016), NH10 (Navdeep Singh, 2015) and Dev D (Anurag 

Kashyap, 2009), I argue that these films present a significantly different ideology and 

sensibility in both form and content, thereby significantly revising the previous narrative 

codes of Hindi Cinema. Crucially, they are made for the “multiplex audience”—an 

upper- class, English -speaking, elite, globalized audience that is more receptive this kind 

of new, edgy cinema. It is also assumed (on the part of the filmmakers) that these 

audiences are well versed with the ways in which the English language press has framed 

and shaped the discourse around rape and violence against women in the city. Finally, I 

suggest that the spatial politics of the multiplex based on its creation of an exclusive 

private space, security, small seating capacities, bright lighting, crowd control, 

spectacular architecture, and technological marvels are essential to making these films 
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safely palatable for middle-and-upper class audiences. These safe pleasures and anxieties 

created by the environment of the malltiplex are distinctly different from the pleasures of 

the large 1000-seater single-screen theaters—spaces saturated with rampant fears of the 

unpredictable. 

             Chapter 4: Nostalgia, Space, and Sensation: Cinema in the New Techno-

Delirium of the City offers a juxtaposition of two seemingly contradictory ideas of 

cinema space that permeates contemporary Delhi. The first is a middle-class nostalgic 

and somewhat tactile yearning for “lost” and “dead” space—this includes both the 

physical site of the single-screens cinema and the era of film viewing that it contained. 

The second is the multiplex’s heighted move towards the hyper-virtual and the 

sensational with the recent introduction of the Superplex, the Virtual Reality Lounge 

4DX viewing technology, and ECX (Enhanced Cinema Experience) along with its 

zealous drive to refurbish certain iconic older cinemas—already vested with immense 

cultural capital—into multiplexes. This chapter examines the relationships between these 

two seemingly disparate but contemporaneously existing cinema spaces and what they 

reveal about the nature of gendered pleasures and anxieties in the city. 
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Chapter 1: Gender, Geography, and the Cinema Hall: A Map of Public 
Anxiety 

 
This chapter provides a historical account of single-screen cinemas in India 

through a critical analysis of the anxieties around gender and class that were contained 

and embedded within the architectural space of the cinema hall. Using specific case 

studies of cinema halls from the 1940s-1970s in Colonial Bombay and post-independence 

Delhi, I provide historical and ethnographic accounts of the evolution of the space and 

architecture of the cinema theaters in relation to their cultural geographies to show that 

the spatial politics of the contemporary multiplex in India can be traced to both the 

colonial Art Deco of the 1940s-50s and to the Modernist Theaters of the 1960s and 

1970s. Some prominent single-screen theaters (like Liberty in Bombay and Sheila in 

Delhi) were early pioneers of a specific kind of cinema viewing experience for middle-

and-upper-class audiences. They spoke in a techno-architectural language that 

emphasized the thrills of cinema in a “clean,” “hygienic,” and “safe” space. I argue that 

the cinema-hall (just like the film-text) was an important allegory for national pride, 

made visible through progressive architecture and technology. It has always been a rich 

and tactile site for aspiration and anxiety alike, balancing on gender and class. This 

chapter will focus on the historical relationship between “public space” and architectural 

space as they converged at the site of the cinema and show why such an archaeological 
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profile of the single-screens is crucial to understanding the peculiar spatial language of 

the contemporary multiplex.     

          In this chapter, I suggest that if this story transformation and transition is 

revisited through the spatial history of the single-screen, then we see that the multiplex’s 

desire for a “new” organization of theatrical space in India is deeply connected to a long 

history of class-and-gender based anxieties embedded in the architectural space and 

geography of its predecessors. Despite prominent ruptures, the multiplex simultaneously 

resurrected several aspirations and ideas that were already inscribed in the architectures 

of the cinema-halls since their inception as pre-eminent markers of modernity in the 

Indian metropolis.  

This chapter consists of three sections. Using the findings of the Indian 

Cinematograph Committee Report of 1927-28, the first section provides a review of how 

the arrival of cinema exhibition in India intersected with prevailing classed and gendered 

notions “public space” and “mass entertainment” in the country. I pay particular attention 

to the common anxieties about health and hygiene in shared space that circulated in the 

popular imagination and how these anxieties shaped class- based ideas about the Indian 

audiences. The second section looks at film exhibition in Colonial Bombay, using 

photographs, newspaper reports, and other archival materials like posters and brochures. 

The first Art Deco theaters in the country were built in Bombay and played a significant 

role in cementing the city’s image as a modern, mobile, and “cultured” metropolis. These 

trends in cinema architecture and design continued in the post-independence period. A 

close reading of the architectures and material histories of these first Art Deco cinemas 
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shows us that much like their European colonial masters, the Indian ruling classes and 

elites too saw the cinema-hall as a place of fantasy, grandeur, and pride, tinged with tacit 

anxiety. These anxieties centered on the possibility of losing control over the carefully 

designed gendered and classed organization of an urban “public space” and fears of 

contamination through exposure to what they considered “dirt” and “disorder.” The third 

section maps the transition from Art Deco to Modernist cinemas through a detailed case 

study of India’s first 70MM, Sheila Cinema in Delhi, designed by American modernist 

architect Benjamin Schlanger. Schlanger was a major proponent of the film-text being the 

main object of audience attention in the theater and one of the most influential figures in 

construction of “immersive” theaters in the United States. I draw upon extensive 

interviews with the cinema’s owners and materials from their family archives like 

publicity brochures, maps, floor plans, and photographs to show that, with Sheila, the 

focus shifted from the architectural grandeur of the Art Deco to starkness, control, and 

abstraction in design. This was coupled with a celebration of the advanced technologies 

of sharp color and lifelike audio quality. It was also in keeping with the Indian State’s, 

and particularly Prime Minister Nehru’s well-publicized architectural aspirations for the 

country. Overall, this chapter suggests that the spatial politics of the contemporary 

multiplex in India can be traced to the long history of middle-and-upper class aspirations 

for a certain kind of “public architecture,” which was prominently reflected in the 

gendered anxieties that lived within the earlier Art Deco and Modernist theaters. 

I will examine how the social space of the cinema theater mimicked or changed 

the symbolic qualities and anxieties associated with other classed and gendered spaces 
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(crucially, the home) in Indian social life. I will also delineate how the cinema theater, as 

an allegory of colonial modernity becomes indispensible to charting the histories of 

Indian nationalist aspirations of architectural modernism in the country. Here, my 

analysis parallels Brain Larkin’s (1998) study of the material culture of cinema theaters 

in Colonial Nigeria. As he posits, “while most often seen as energies of mobility, cinema 

theaters are also deeply parochial, an intimate part of urban topography that draw around 

them congeries of social practices that make cinema-going an event that always exceeds 

(and sometimes has little to do with) films that are shown on the screen” [Emphasis 

added] (1998, 47). In Larkin’s study of the architectonics of cinema theaters in Kano, 

Nigeria, he reads their location on the urban landscape “as concrete allegories of the 

imposition of colonial urbanization and the experience of modernity in colonial life” 

(1998, 46). The arrival of cinema in Colonial Nigeria created several controversies 

regarding the use and segregation of space. These were especially connecting to seating 

and rumors about things that happen at the cinema, ultimately leading to a 

reterritorialization of urban space. Larkin (49) suggests that cinema is not an object to 

take home, but it must be studied through the emotional responses it creates in a “sensory 

environment regulated by specific relations of lighting, vision, movement and sociality.” 

How are specific cinematic environments produced? While technologies employed at the 

site of the cinema theater are often transcultural in nature, their impact on a specific 

location can be studied through an understanding of how the theaters actually evolved 

and the social relations surrounding them. These nexuses cannot be taken for granted but 
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are “a negotiation between built space, the apparatus itself and local social relations” 

(1998, 48).  

BEGINNINGS: CLASS, GENDER AND CINEMA IN COLONIAL INDIA 
 

    Cinema came to India in July 1896, when the first Lumiere Brothers film was 

shown at the elite Watson Hotel in Bombay. Within days, audiences that were mostly 

upper class and caste were segregated by gender (Srinivas, 2000a). This was not unique 

to India. Managing gender-segregated spaces was one of the most common ways in 

which local practices were incorporated within the new and unpredictable space of the 

cinema theater (Larkin, 1998). For instance, in Damascus, afternoon performances were 

reserved for women (Thompson 2013); in Russia there were separate entrances according 

to class (Tsivian 1994); in Lamu, Kenya, one week a night was designated “Ladies 

Night” (Fugelsang 1994); in India, among other things, separate entrances for men and 

women continued well into the 1980s. Significantly, there was a long time lapse between 

the arrival of cinema in India and its evolution into a form of mass entertainment enjoyed 

by all classes (Hughes, 1996; Srinivas, 2000a).  

In the United States, the rise of cinema was a practice deeply rooted in the leisure 

practices of middle class and then the working class immigrants. One of the most 

powerful origin myths of American cinema is that it was an entertainment form meant for 

the bourgeois. Miriam Hansen (1991) has shown how the social associations that early 

cinema created in the United States reflected the entry and the new mobility of women in 

the workspace. This gave rise to new leisure practices with women now having 
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disposable incomes in their hands. Cinema going became a part of a new kind of regime 

of leisure, patronized by middle class women who were entering the workforce. Hansen 

argues that cinema going radically changed both the male-dominated cultures of public 

space and the gendering of domestic spaces. Therefore, cinema as a leisure practice in the 

United States must be understood in the context of new technologies of popular culture 

interacting with existing patterns of gendered space, creating common transformative 

experiences. In colonial contexts, like India or Africa, it was the opposite: cinema was a 

foreign and elite form of entertainment, meant for the European and native elites—

“instead of being marked a lower class activity, it was often identified as an elite, racially 

coded, leisure practice” (Larkin 1998, 48). As I shall show below, its interaction with 

existing gendered patterns of social space was also markedly different than the United 

States. 

 The Indian Cinematograph Committee Report of 1927-28 (henceforth ICC) 

reveals a great deal about how the Colonial Government defined categories of health, 

hygiene, safety, and “taste” to classify and segregate Indian audiences. The Government 

of India appointed the ICC in 1927 to investigate the state of cinema in the country. The 

British Government formulated the ICC to look into the consequences of the rapid spread 

of cinema in the Indian subcontinent. Censor Boards in several places like Bombay, 

Calcutta, Rangoon, and Madras were set up around the same time to closely monitor the 

content of films screened in India. These were also designated “key cities.” The ICC 

travelled to several cities and visited various cinema halls and production units. It studied 

film production, distribution, and exhibition along with public reactions to cinema and 
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the state of government supervision. Among the 353 witnesses the ICC interviewed, 232 

were Indian, and unsurprisingly most of them belonged to the elite classes (the 

questionnaire was issued in English). According to Manishita Dass (2009, 83-84) despite 

its limitations, the ICC report provides important insights into elite perceptions of 

cinematic content and the formation of a “mass audience” in the subcontinent. Most of 

those who owned and operated cinemas belonged to this class of Indians. Fundamentally, 

the findings of this report revealed that the differences in attitude and perceptions about 

cinema were not so much between the European colonizers and the native Indians. The 

deep chasms lay between the perceived “tastes” of the “educated Indian” and the 

uneducated, illiterate urban poor.  

Thus, spectatorship, from its inception in India was a site “not just of imagining 

community but also of asserting class difference and social hierarchies” (Dass 2009, 79). 

The single-screen cinema, much like the multiplex, was never conceived as a site that 

promoted horizontal comradeship and community formation among all classes of Indians. 

This also undermines the one of the founding myths of Indian Cinema3, that native 

audiences were united in their desire to see Indian images on screen. In fact, a taste for 

native pictures was associated with the “unlettered public” who could not appreciate 

refined genres of American or British films and were tantalized by simplistic stunt-action 

Indian movies made with amateur technology. Distaste for Indian pictures was an 

important signifier of one’s exalted social status. As Dass asserts, class was “understood 

                                                
3	Also see Chabria, Suresh, and Usai eds.1994. Light of Asia: Indian Silent Cinema, 1912-1934: Wiley 
Eastern. 
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more in terms of cultural capital than as something defined by purely economic 

indicators” and is emphasized in the ICC Report as a “key factor responsible for the 

fragmented nature of the Indian cinema-going public” (2009, 85). As the Report (21-22) 

sums it up: 

The taste of the Westernized Indian and of the Indian who has some knowledge of 
English and acquaintance with Western ideas is akin to that of the European and 
generally the same films whether social dramas, comedies or whatever they may 
be, which are popular in the West, are appreciated by this section of the 
community. The bulk of the population, however, which is insufficiently 
acquainted with the English language and with Western ideas enjoys films with 
plenty of action, especially comic and adventure films, but finds no attraction in 
social dramas. 

 
In Colonial India, there were two kinds of cinemas: “Western” and “Indian.” The 

“Western” cinemas were located in the elite European sections of the principle metros 

(Bombay, Calcutta, Madras, Delhi) and were also known as “first-class” theaters. These 

catered to the Europeans, Anglo-Indians, and “educated Indians.” They exclusively 

screened Western films. The “Indian” theaters were located in the less fashionable areas 

of towns, catering to “wholly Indian audiences” mostly the “rougher sections of society.” 

They screened a mixture of Indian and Western films (ICC Evidence Vol.1, 376; cited in 

Dass 2009, 86). The report states that there were 309 permanent cinemas in British India 

in 1927-28. The ICC gathered reports on 271, out of which around 100 were classified as 

“Western” Cinemas (more than 60 were in the cantonments), and 200 catered to “wholly 

Indian audiences” (ICC Report, 20 cited in Dass 2009, 86). It is clear that “Indian” and 
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“Western” “were not merely descriptive terms but fraught with troubling assumptions 

about what truly constituted Indian and western” (Dass 2009, 86).  

    A survey of the “Bombay Amusements” sections of the newspapers of the day 

also gives us some insights into what constituted “popular taste” in the city in the late 

1920s and how the theaters were organized to cater to the variety in “taste.” Charlie 

Chaplin’s The Kid was one of the most popular films to be screened in Bombay, with the 

Excelsior Theater having to extend the screening to another week to accommodate the 

crowds (Times of India, 29 July, 1922).  From the early 1900s, the film-going audience 

had already stratified, and a large section of them had no need to step out of their own 

localities to watch a film. In fact, even the native parts of town had their own modest 

cinema halls where serials were shown up to 12 times a day to make a healthy profit, but 

cinema was recognized as an important cultural institution among the population of the 

Mill District (where lower and working-class Indian factory workers lived). Bombay also 

had a system of first-run, second-run and third-run cinemas. Depending on the popularity 

of a particular film it would be passed down from the upmarket theaters to the ones in the 

mill areas (Bhaumik 2011).  

         As the ICC report also claimed, lower-class Indian audiences preferred stunt 

films which ran to packed houses in the Mill Districts compared to the social and 

romantic melodramas that were popular among the European sections of the city. Several 

scholars (Arora 1995; Majumdar 2001; Dass 2009; Prakash 2010) have shown that 

Hollywood and America represented a better face of the Western world than Britain in 

Colonial India. The vocabulary around stardom and public culture surrounding cinema 
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were primarily borrowed from Hollywood. The British, however, had rampant anxieties 

around the popularity of Hollywood in Colonial India (among 85% of foreign films in 

India, a majority were American). These anxieties were primarily centered on the image 

of the white woman on screen, and American standards of conduct in general, which 

diminished the moral authority of the British, the very basis of colonial rule (Arora 2005; 

Dass 2009). The British Social Hygiene Council visited India in 1926-1927 and claimed 

that cinema was a major contributor in lowering the standards of sexual conduct and 

leading to an increase in diseases (ICC Report 1927-1928, 188). Here, we see that 

rampant apprehensions about the site of the cinema hall as a space of potential 

miscegenation existed at two levels: between the British and the Indian native and the 

elite upper-class/caste Indian and the lower-class/caste “masses.” 

             However, order to understand the social space of cinema in India, the 

kind of impact that the cinema hall had on the existing gendered patterns of public and 

private spaces in the colonial and Indian imagination of the modern city must be 

considered. Several historians (Chakravarty 1992; Chatterjee 1993; Kaviraj 1997) have 

traced the overlapping histories of the formations of public spaces in colonial and 

postcolonial India through a fascinating history of how European concepts of “private” 

and “public” were appropriated and translated by the elite Indian middle-classes. 

Specifically, Dipesh Chakravarty has also looked at the modernist and nationalist 

conceptions of public spaces with reference to the bazaar [the marketplace], connotations 

which inform the subsequent anxieties and struggles over gender, class, and urban space 
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in Indian cities. They are also crucial to understanding middle-class preoccupations with 

“hygiene” and “space” and their palpable fears of border-crossings and contaminations. 

Colonial rule imposed certain disciplines and structures to control the everyday 

conduct of the natives and give order and shape to the body politic. European notions 

existed of what a space resembling a modern city should look like and “the ideology of 

colonial modernity posited a duality between the city and country in which the city was 

seen as orderly, hygienic, scientific, technologically superior and civilized” (Kaviraj 

1997, 84). Sudipta Kaviraj asks whether such ideas of ordered public spaces for common 

use existed in precolonial India, and if they did, then what was the content?  

        An important distinction between the European and Indian notions of public 

space was that the concept of universal access did not exist among the latter. 

Conceptually, no place in the Indian cultural context was conceived of as a site that 

anybody could access at his or her pleasure. European notions of the public sphere 

unsurprisingly affected the middle-class elite intelligentsia the most. In Bengal for 

instance, ideas of “public” and “private” or ghare/bhaire (home/outside) were strictly 

based on gender and caste4 among other things. When these ideas interacted with the 

European ones, the response of the middle-class Bengalis was one of partial imitation. 

                                                
4 The caste system in India is a rigid form of social stratification and biological determinism among the 
Hindus. A person’s caste is determined by their birth—and the work they are expected to do depends on 
their caste. The top of the hierarchy were the Brahmins, priests, and intellectuals, followed by the 
Kshatriya’s who were the warriors, then the Vaishyas, the traders and finally the Sudhras, who were 
“polluted” and destined for menial jobs. Besides these there are hundreds of sub-castes belonging to these 
broad categories. This violent and exploitative system has been a major factor in the social and religious 
lives of Hindus for centuries and all rituals and practices around birth, death, marriage, domesticity, gender, 
food practices etc. are bound by caste. For more on the caste systems see, Olcott, Mason. “The Caste 
System of India.” American Sociological Review (1944): 648-657. 
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Kaviraj (1997, 94) notes that the organization of the family home (both architecturally 

and socially) changed radically in the cities though any attempts by the married couple to 

live outside the traditional joint family were still deeply frowned upon. This was because: 

…the home was a realm of security: stable and patterned relationships that did not 
contain surprises. The outside, by contrast, was not a hospitable world. To the 
normal anxieties of people accustomed to living in caste society, which obviated 
the need to meet utter strangers and improvise responses to untried situations, the 
new kind of colonial city sparked fears of miscegenation and unpredictability. 

 
Writing about the “outside”, which the street and the bazaar were the classic paradigms 

of, Dipesh Chakravarty similarly suggests (1992, 543): 

it is exposed and therefore malevolent. It is not subject to a single set of 
(enclosing) rules and ritual defining a community. It is where miscegenation 
occurs. All that do not belong to the 'inside' (family/kinship/community) lie there, 
cheek by jowl, in unassorted collection, violating rules of mixing: from feces to 
prostitutes. It is, in other words, a place against which one needs protection. 

 
For the Indian elites, the outside, while still remaining threatening, gradually became 

more obscure with the arrival of colonial rule. The colonial state had little interest in 

creating spaces that were representative of the entire sections of people over whom they 

governed. How did these European and Indian ideas of “public” and “private” intersect 

with the space of the cinema hall? Crucially, this spatial distinction and everything it 

signified was the bedrock upon which the Indian cinema-going “mass” audience came to 

be imagined and naturalized. The cinema hall and the organization of its architectural 

space played a significant role in the everyday public practices of spatial segregation.  

  Poonam Arora (1995) has shown that the availability of the on-screen image of 

the white woman for the native gaze through cinema brazenly breached the erstwhile 
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secluded social space of the European woman (the memshahib). The memshahib was 

made visually unavailable to the native male, by the very design of the colonial city itself. 

The Cantonment and Civil Lines (where the European population lived), was inaccessible 

to the population of the City (where Indians lived). Those who served the British in the 

Cantonments and Civil Lines were expected not to look upon the European woman 

(Arora 1995, 38). Cinema theaters, several of which were owned by elite Indians, were 

quick to made gender segregated spaces for Indian women to attend the cinema. They 

had a separate entrance and sat behind veils, and could not be recognized by even those 

who knew them. But the image of the white woman on screen and in the physical space 

of the cinema theater (Arora 1995, 39): 

…bridged the psychological distance between the Cantonment/Civil Lines and the 
City. It enabled the native gaze to penetrate the civic spaces of the British, which 
were embodied in the architectural design of the colonial bungalow and the 
memshahib who presided over it. The voyeurism inherited in the cinematic 
apparatus was uni-directional; while it penetrated the civic spaces of the British, 
the Hindu and Muslim practices for segregation of domestic and civil life along 
gender remained largely unaltered. 

 
Constance Bromley, a former secretary and manager of the Opera House, Calcutta (an 

elite space for European entertainment), returned to England and wrote an alarming 

newspaper article: “Films that Lower our Prestige in India: Imperiling the Prestige of the 

White Woman.” Here, she writes (1926, 5; cited in Arora 1995, 39): 

All respectable Indians keep their women folk set apart from the public gaze. 
They walk and take air in parks and secluded places especially reserved for them 
where no man may set his foot. The purdah nashin [veiled] ladies are heavily 
veiled and when they visit any place of public entertainment it is usually in 
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boxes—the front of which is entirely covered with what looks like a huge 
mosquito net—seeing, but unseen.  

 
While the elite native women were able to avert all kinds of male gaze through 

their strict purdah practices, the European woman in public “became increasingly subject 

to the native’s scopophilic pleasure” (39). Importantly, this was not just at the site of the 

cinema (as only elite Indians could share space with the British here), but through the 

film posters displaying the image of the white woman all over the city, cutting across 

racial and class barriers. As Sigmund Kracauer and Walter Benjamin’s seminal work has 

shown the “landscape of the everyday”—posters, shop signs, bestsellers, dancing girls, 

and panoramas—produce fantasy energies through which we can understand modernity, 

“one in which strikingly different phenomena are structurally linked” (Kracauer 1995, 

75). These anxieties around the uncontrolled availability of the image of the white 

woman beyond the cinema to the greater palimpsest of the city led to a fascinating 

emulation on the part of the British. After condemning and called Indian practices of 

veiling women (both Hindu and Muslim in different ways) “barbaric,” they were rather 

unhesitant to adopt similar practices to preserve their racial superiority. As a gesture of 

“courtesy” to their Indian sisters, Bromley observed “European ladies visiting the 

principle native theaters do so in high neck dresses or cover their bare shoulders with a 

shawl or cloak out of respect for this custom” (Bromley 1926, 5 cited in Arora 1995, 39). 
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The tensions around class, taste, gender, and public behavior converged at the 

physical site of the cinema-hall. In 1936, the Parsi5 community protested because a 

foreign company was building a new theater in the posh Fort area of Colonial Bombay. 

The Parsis, otherwise closest among the Indian elites to the British in outlook and 

ideology, protested that Indians should have a larger share in the exhibition sector to 

promote indigenous industry and also for self-preservation. They argued that in England 

licenses were often refused on the grounds that there was no place in a particular locality 

for another cinema theater and there was no reason why this practice could not be 

adopted in Bombay (Times of India, August 11, 1936). Yet, keeping with colonial 

perceptions of taste and behavior, Parsi proprietors owned and operated elite “Western” 

cinemas in the European parts of town, were thoroughly uncomfortable with having to 

open up their theaters up lower classes of Indians.  

Rustomji Dorabji, the Parsi proprietor of several elite theaters vehemently 

opposed any government decree that would require him to screen Indian films at his high-

end theaters catering to the European elite and Westernized Indian middle classes. 

According to him (ICC, Evidence, Vol.1, Calcutta: Government of India Publication, 

1928, 362-364 cited in Das 2009, 79): 

                                                
5 Parsis are originally a Zoroastrian community that migrated to India between the 8th and 20th Centuries. A 
large number of them settled in Bombay and made significant contributions to the city’s economy and 
culture. They were an elite, westernized, and wealthy community; close in outlook to the British. They 
were also some of the earliest producers, directors, actors and entrepreneurs of Indian cinema. In fact, Parsi 
theater directly influenced the cinematic conventions of Bombay cinema. For more on contribution of 
Parsis and Parsi theatre on Indian culture and cinemas see Gupta, Somanātha. The Parsi Theatre: Its 
Origins and Development. Edited by Kathryn Hansen. Kolkata: Seagull Books, 2005 and Hansen, Kathryn. 
“Making Women Visible: Gender and Race Cross-Dressing in the Parsi Theatre.” Theatre Journal 51, no. 2 
(1999): 127-147. 
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If a theater is asked to show even once a week one Indian picture, even that will 
ruin that particular theater altogether, because Indian habits and the educated 
man’s habits are so wide apart that with the betel leaves and other things which 
make them equally dirty and stinking, it will take another 3 weeks by the time you 
have cleaned it well and put it in order for the better class Indians… 

Once a theater is spoiled, let me give you an example, --I did show an Indian 
picture at my Wellington Theater, Lanka Dahan (Phalke, 1917) and I made 
Rs.18,000 in one week. But it ruined my theater all together. 

I had to disinfect the hall and at the same time I had to convince my regular 
audience that I had disinfected it and so and so. Till that time I went on losing 
money. [Emphasis added] 

 
Dorabji’s comments show us that in elite perceptions of the cinema viewing 

public, people who watched Indian pictures also behaved in an “unhygienic” manner. In 

other words, their usage of the space of the cinema was outside the control of its owners 

so much so that it sparked fears of an “infected space.” Dorabji’s insistence on 

cleanliness and disinfection produces a rich historical context to my main argument that 

the contemporary Indian multiplex’s preoccupation with “cleanliness,” “disinfection,” 

and “hygiene” (as I shall show in Chapter 2) is connected to a much longer history of the 

same spatial anxieties present in the earliest single-screen cinemas. Class differences 

reigned supreme over racial segregations between the European and the native. I will 

show below how elite Indian perceptions of gender intersected with these notions. 

    What made an audience “Indian” and how did these ideas become 

commonplace? The ICC Report helps us delineate three important factors. First, Indian 

cinema was constantly compared to its superior Western counterpart, both in terms of 

aesthetics and content. Anyone who appreciated the former was classified as “Indian” in 

taste. Second, the average Indian mind was believed to have limited powers of 
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comprehending any complications in filmic narratives besides spectacle and action. In 

fact, Bromley’s newspaper article also mentions “the native of India is astonishing 

credulous, and the plays and stories he delights in would bore to death an English child of 

tender years by their simplicity” (1926, 5). Finally, along with their infantile and limited 

taste in cinema, Indian consumers also had bad habits, lacking severely in social hygiene 

(Dass 2009, 2016; Srinivas 2000a). To be an “educated Indian” meant being none of the 

above. This naturalized certain perceptions about “Indian mass audiences”—along with a 

film’s popularity with the “masses” being a good measure of its “Indianness.” The 

westernized Indian elite was therefore “not really Indian” (Dass 2009, 89-93). This 

became popular industry discourse by the late 1920s, and the fundamental dichotomy 

between “mass” and “class” audiences has remained resilient until today. As I will 

explore further in Chapter 3, the spatial imagination of the multiplex and the formation of 

the “multiplex film” genre are in many ways contemporary renditions of these early ideas 

about class, taste, space and behavior.  

The educated and westernized Indian middle-classes embraced and echoed 

colonial ideas about the “masses” of the country. In Southern India, S.V Srinivas (2000a) 

has studied letters from middle class audiences about cinema halls in the 1940s and 1950s 

in the reputed Telegu journal Roopvani to understand which sections of the audience 

were able to constitute themselves as the “public” and what their main anxieties were. 

What emerges from these letters, mostly written by upper- class, upper-caste men, is 

rampant discomfort about sharing common space with people of lower classes and castes. 

Significantly, however, the right to access the cinema by lower-class audiences was never 
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questioned. This is important because in the Indian notion of “public place”: temples, 

water sources, schools, and streets were not really “public” places that people could 

access irrespective of their class and caste (Kaviraj, 1997). With the arrival of the cinema 

hall, a peculiar harbinger of modernity entwined deeply with technology, class and caste 

barriers were not applicable in theory. The theater management, however, adopted 

several methods to enforce different kinds of segregation that were ultimately more 

reflective of the realities of public and private space in Indian society.  

It was also evident that subaltern enthusiasm for the film form was met with 

anxiety by the middle-classes (Pandian 1996, 50 cited in Srinivas, 2000a). What were 

some of these anxieties? Unsurprisingly, most of them were tied to gender. A viewer 

wrote (Hanumantharao 51-52 in Srinivas 2000a): 

In our country exhibitors are not fulfilling their responsibilities. Not only should 
the exhibitors fulfill their responsibilities, but they should also do the following to 
become popular among the audience: provide proper furniture and toilets, carry 
out repairs, prevent smoking and spitting by carrying out a publicity campaign, 
place ashtrays and spittoons nears entrances, ensure queue formation at booking 
counters, prevent black-marketing of tickets near hall gates, stop overbooking, 
listen sympathetically to complaints to complaints, rebuke staff who misbehave, 
provide a complaint book and display complaints and action taken on notice 
boards.  

 
The sorry state of the cinema, as most of these letters from the elites claimed, was 

due to the presence of lower classes of audience in the halls. The cinema hall was 

perceived as a space within which the respectable member of a “public” came face-to-

face with a collective, a mass, which was an object of curiosity/contempt. The distinction 

that emerged between the audience at large and a section of “enlightened” viewers who 
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constituted themselves as a public are critical for the discussions on the nature of 

cinema’s audience (Srinivas, 2000a). The segregation of sexes was lax and this led to 

quarrels between men and women leading to discomfort (for females). Especially when it 

came to toilets and seats, the barriers were flimsy and not adequate. For instance, one 

viewer complained of the absence of separate booking counters for women, and the 

absence of female booking clerks and gatekeepers was a serious problem because 

“booking clerks at ladies counters press the hands of innocent women” (Bhalaki 1951, 37 

cited in Srinivas 2000a). The theater was predominantly perceived as the domain of the 

male and marked by the gaze of the lower and working-class other. Importantly, the 

demand for strict segregation of women was the same as segregation of viewers by class.   

    Who were the suffering women? There was distinction between the middle-

class respectable woman and the lower-class women who were irresponsible enough to 

bring babies into the cinema hall: “the suffering woman who deserved our sympathy and 

needs to be protected from the lustful men-- this list includes booking clerks, gatekeepers, 

theater owners, as well as lecherous viewers-in the cinema hall is almost always the 

married middle-class/upper caste women” (Srinivas, 2000a). Finally, Srinivas notes that 

while the “public” at the cinema hall was internally differentiated (not exclusively male 

upper class-caste) but a distinction existed between those who can enter the public 

domain as citizens of the political society and those who are the non-elite public or “non 

citizens.” However, it must be noted the right of these “non citizens” to be present at the 

cinema (women of all classes/castes and lower class/caste men) was never a matter of 
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debate. It was tacitly acknowledged that no section of society could actively be asked to 

stay away from the cinema hall.  

 Despite the social stratification of space through ticket pricing and other 

measures of control deployed by the theater management to manage classed and gendered 

anxieties, the cinema was a space where the private/public spheres of middle-class Indian 

life had been irrevocably transgressed. In his seminal analysis of ideological basis of anti-

colonial nationalism, Partha Chatterjee (1993) writes about the moral distinction between 

the material and moral spheres of Indian life. The “outside” was a sphere of statecraft, 

science and materialism; it was a domain where the West reigned supreme. But the 

“inside” was a sacred, inner and spiritual space, where the woman of the home belonged, 

and was responsible for protecting the “morality” of the nation. She was the repository of 

“authentic” Indian culture where “hygiene” played a vital role. The Colonial State could 

not interfere in this interior space. Therefore, most of the concerns around the unmanaged 

intermingling of sexes, classes and castes in the cinema hall were framed in terms of 

women’s safety. But the illicit and dangerous space of the cinema, which combined the 

threat of miscegenation with anxieties about Western film content (ridden with sex, 

crime, and moral debauchery) brought the unpredictable realms of the bazaar straight 

into middle-class conceptions of “private” and “hygienic” space. Seeing the cinema as a 

space where they could escape the rigid confines of regulated domestic life, young male 

students had also begun to make their presence felt through whistling, cheering, and 

catcalling (Dass, 2009). This still remains a fundamental source of pleasure and anxiety 

due to the unpredictability it brings. Nobody knows what spectacles the audience may 
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create at the single-screen cinema. This is why, per Larkin, in the context of colonial 

societies like Africa and India, going to the cinema was always an event that exceeded 

the film itself.  

In the next section, I look at the arrival of Art Deco in Colonial Bombay to show 

how the cinema—a symbol of colonial modernity—translated into an icon of national 

pride and technological progress for post-Independence India. Tensions around gender 

and class, however, remained rampant and were built into the spatial and aesthetic 

language of the cinema theater—as I will demonstrate using specific examples from 

colonial and post-independent India. 

ART DECO AND THE MAKING OF AN URBAN METROPOLIS 
 

Colonial Bombay was India’s first “cosmopolitan” city. Its ideas of modernity 

were majorly allied to both cinema and the techno-architectural marvels of the movie 

theater. It claimed to have an enthusiastic and ever-receptive public that considered 

cinema-going their foremost avenue for leisure, amusement, and recreation. As I will 

show in this section, besides being the harbingers of a new urbanism, cinema halls 

subsequently became symbols for national pride for a new nation. The period between 

1919-1940 saw a massive increase in the construction of “picture palaces” with the 

English language press lauding each new theater construction as yet another triumph of a 

modern techno-industrial life. What were the after lives of these ideas in post-

independence India? Here, I examine the relationship among the nation, architectural 

modernism, and class aspirations. 
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       Art Deco— the architectural style in which most of these theaters were 

built—is  central to understanding the spatial politics of the movie palace and its 

relationship to modernity in a metropolis. First launched in Paris in 1925, Art Deco 

rapidly spread to different parts of the world as a symbol of “modern style.” The actual 

term was only used in 1960 to label this body of work. In this book Mumbai Fables, 

Gyan Prakash (2010) demonstrates that by blending commerce with design, Art Deco 

was the aesthetic face of industrial capitalism. It signified wealth, luxury, and 

sophistication that appealed to the middle-classes, businessmen, and industrialists 

(Prakash 2010; Alff 1991). In November 1937, the Ideal Home Exhibition was held in 

Bombay. It showcased the beauty and convenience of Art Deco for its residents to adopt 

in their homes, “the ideal home in modern life meant rational arrangements and beautiful 

objects. The future was here, and the exhibition promised to transport visitors to this 

beautifully lit and appointed world on the wings of technology” (Prakash 2010, 97). In 

the westernized, elite parts of the city Art Deco spread to homes, office buildings, and 

apartment blocks, but it was the cinema theaters that were the greatest example of the 

celebration of this architectural style and all that it signified. Regal, Eros, and Metro 

Cinemas in Bombay were the first examples of India’s new Art Deco style introducing 

several influential cultural forces. The Parsis contributed greatly to the rapid spread of 

Art Deco.    

The owner of the Regal in Bombay, a prominent Parsi, Framji Sidhwa, had direct 

contracts with MGM and exclusively played Hollywood films, as the “Regal set enjoyed 

being seen in the cinema’s café and soda fountains, and the balcony’s “dress circle” soon 
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became a popular stage for Bombay’s increasingly modern society” (Alff 1997, 252). Art 

Deco was a celebration of industrial life, meant to make people feel larger, and draw 

them into a world of new wonders creating “richly layered emotional experiences within” 

(257). Amit Rai posits that Art Deco was a symbol of speed and modernity and an 

architectural style suited to cinema in India, which has always been associated with 

spatio-temporal disjuncture. He says (2010, 30): 

In these theaters the bodies invited to take their place in such moments to urban 
modernity were epic, echoing, modernizing bodies-- these image-sound-spaces 
give off desires of a directional, intentional movement and a buffered 
reverberation of sound. The lines of these beautiful structures give the impression 
of a rapid march, or better, a race into the future; as such they play on and 
articulate the motion of the movement-image itself of say, the 1950s Hindi-Urdu 
social film, one of the most popular genres of this cinema, and the one centered 
on the unfolding of a narrative space that was simultaneously linear and iconic.  

 
         Kaushik Bhaumik (2011) has looked at the intertwined patterns of cinema 

and theater construction in the first phase (1896 -1919) in Bombay, and posits various 

logistics were at play in determining which cinema hall would come up where and the 

kind of films it would show. He writes that it was the urban atmosphere of the city in the 

1910s and 1920s which contributed significantly to the rise of cinema going as a leisure 

activity. “A new kind of work regime was beginning to break down barriers of class, 

caste, and religion at the workplace for large numbers, the prerequisite for the kind of 

anonymous and generalized mass public that came to define the great modern metropoles 

of the twentieth century” (2011,44). This interplay of leisure activities, town planning, 

and modern industrial and technological achievements marked the advent and the 

popularity of cinema. According to Bhaumik, newspapers of the times emphasized the 
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closeness of cinema halls to local transportation—thereby easing anxieties related to 

travel and time management for the public in a bustling city. “When newspaper 

advertisements highlighted electric fans and lights as amenities at film showings, they 

placed cinema in the larger shifts in the city’s sensory framework and among images of a 

life made easier and more comfortable by new technologies” (2011, 44).  

A close examination of the reports in the leading English daily Times of India 

between 1920s-1940s shows that the construction of new “picture palaces,” reveals more 

how the language of architecture and urban geography contributed to the naturalization of 

the dichotomy between “class” and “mass” audiences. These reports also shed light on 

the ways in which these picture palaces were gendered. A report in the Times of India 

(September 10, 1919) on the opening of the theater, Empress in the posh locality of 

Lamington Road said: 

…next week will see the opening of a new cinema house which this company 
(Excelsior Theatres) believes will not be so much a rival to existing theatres as 
will supply a want for a good class cinema show in a district where there has been 
considerable development in recent years. The new theatre Empress which is 
situated in in Lamington Road and is intended to supply the residents of the 
Byculla and Malabar Hill neighborhood with a cinema exhibition of the class 
which is now given at the Excelsior and the Empire without the necessity of 
making which may be well in these days of a gharry and taxi famine an 
inconvenient journey for an entertainment to which the English resident may have 
no hesitation in taking his wife and children, and an entertainment which will 
appeal to the educated Indian with a taste for British drama and what is best in 
cinema art.  

       Both externally and internally the design of the Empress is certainly pleasing 
to the eye. Externally one has visions of white colonades and tasteful palm 
gardens in the making, and internally the decorations in gold and white alone give 
a sense of coolness and comfort which is accentuated by the breeze created by 
half a hundred fans which will be augmented in the near future by other 
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“invisible” fans in the auditorium and the addition of a dozen exhaust fans which 
will expel the foul air through the roof. The accommodation is exclusively 
composed of chairs and settees, and the higher priced seats are in the circle. The 
Empress will be one of the few theaters in Bombay that will have a fixed screen, 
and this will ensure absolute steadiness in the pictures. The very latest cinema 
apparatus has been introduced, enclosed in a chamber, which is guaranteed to be 
fireproof and on the electrical arrangements every care has been bestowed. There 
will be a cloakroom for both ladies and gentlemen and it is proposed to establish a 
bar in the circle as well as on the ground floor, where there will be the advantage 
of dainty little tables set in the palm gardens. [Emphasis added]  

 
Importantly, anxieties around gender were couched in vocabularies of class and 

“tastes” of the “good patron” (male). For instance, as we saw above in the Times of India 

report, The Empress was a place “to which the English resident may have no hesitation in 

taking his wife and children, and an entertainment which will appeal to the educated 

Indian with a taste for British drama and what is best in cinema art.” A taste for western 

cinema was a marker of progress and “good taste” and these films were only showcased 

in theaters where there was no place for working-class male populations.  

On June 8 1938, the Times of India carried another long and detailed report 

outlining the construction of Metro Theater and called it “Building Bombay’s Newest 

Cinema: Scheme Completed in Nine Months.” It begins with a sense of nostalgia about 

bioscopes that came to Bombay twenty-five years ago and goes on to trace how cinema 

exhibition practices and technology have moved forward by leaps and bounds.  

For more than twenty-five years Bombay has been witnessing the building of 
cinemas, and for those who can remember the opening of the oldest of 
“bioscopes” as they were called and can compare them with this Metro at Dhobi 
Talao can see most clearly the extent of changes that time has brought in 
designing accommodation for film’s vast audiences. In capacity, style and 
comfort the change that has come over the motion picture house since the old 
days maybe compared to the transition from a cottage to a palace. Each cinema 
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building reflects the conceived standard of its time and credit is due to the builder 
for what he achieved with the ways and means at his disposal. The cinema of 
today with an advantage of a clearer view of essentials and perhaps with more 
capital behind the enterprise can claim superiority in the one or more respect over 
the cinema of yesterday-it can claim to be the “last word.”   

   
The close detailing of theatre architecture in the newspapers of the time showed 

that these sites were icons of a civilization charging ahead. Simultaneously, the 

organization and distribution of cinemas were in accordance with the colonial ideas of the  

“Center” and “Periphery.” The Metro was located firmly within the “Center” of the 

European town. There is great emphasis on geographical detail: the topography of the 

area, the roads that converge there, its connectivity to other areas of the city, and also 

historical anecdotes about Dhobi Talao— “not an uninteresting place at all” (Times of 

India, June 8, 1938). The news report then moves on to the details of acquisition of land 

by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayor for this cinema and the finalization of contracts, with several 

compliments bestowed upon the architects and planners for their exemplary work. Even 

though the initial plans for the architecture of this theater were conceived and drawn in 

New York, there seemed to have been no problems in translating those in their entirely to 

Bombay. The arrival of the new cinema changed the makeup and geography of the entire 

neighborhood. “It is important to explain more fully that the entire area in the vicinity of 

the Metro is at present undergoing a great change. Clearances of old structures, road 

constructions and new buildings are entirely changing the face of the tract that extends 

north to south” (Times of India, June 8, 1938). A pattern of progress in urbanization and 

modernization became linked to and refracted through the ways in which cinema halls 

dotted the cityscape. The Indian elite classes had heavily absorbed colonial ideas about 
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spatial organization, class, and taste. They began to render them in a language of national 

pride in the period after Independence. The cinema remained very much a place for elite 

and upper class/caste Indians to reimagine themselves as inhabitants of a modernity no 

less than the one introduced to them by their colonial masters.  

Post independence cinemas in both Bombay and Delhi prided themselves on 

outdoing the colonial legacy theaters. Hence, similar attention is paid to architectural and 

technological marvels of the film theater but now delivered and showcased in the 

language of national pride. Even Indian cinema, which was until now considered 

thoroughly inferior and insignificant, sought to be rescued and located within these 

theaters. Next, I present case studies of two major Art Deco theaters that were built soon 

after independence—Liberty in Bombay and Delite in Delhi—both conceived as icons of 

a newly independent country marching ahead. However, the cultural geographies of these 

two theaters were very different. While Liberty was built in the posh erstwhile European 

neighborhood of South Bombay, Delite occupied a more transitional space—between 

“New” British capital and “Old” Mughal Delhi, catering to a mixed population. Ravi 

Vasudevan (2003) writing about cinema and urban space in Delhi has referred to these 

cinemas as “cusp” or “corridor cinemas”—they were built along axes of transport in the 

city, and wanted to attract audiences beyond their locality. The varying urban 

geographies of these theaters meant that two different kinds of architectural and spatial 

languages were used to illustrate the desires of the owners and State to exercise control 

over the unpredictable space of cinema. 
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Liberty: “The Showplace of the Nation” 
 

The opening brochure of Liberty Cinema in Bombay (1949) stated the following: 

On the conclusion on World War II the cry for independence reached its 
crescendo and the Indian movie industry began in right earnest on this wave of 
sentiment. A great need then arose for a proper presentation of Hindi 
films which were till then confined to cinemas at Lamington road and such areas. 
All of South Bombay’s cinemas screened only English pictures. The need for an 
outstanding cinema for the Hindi film industry stared at Mr. Habib Hoosein in the 
face. This had to be no ordinary cinema as it now bore the stamp of independence 
and it had to be “The showplace of the nation.” With the opening of Liberty, a 
major milestone is passed in the history of showmanship in India. It marks the 
beginning of the showman’s consciousness of his product. It is a statement to the 
Indian people that no theater can be too good for them and no screen too good for 
Indian pictures. 

To the Indian picture goer and producer, who complained that the finest facilities 
were being used to show foreign products, the LIBERTY, comes as the first 
promise of a brighter future…in the shape of an ultra-modern, air-conditioned, 
luxury cinema dedicated to the showing of the best Indian films. It stands as a 
pledge from the Indian exhibitor that he will stand by the Indian film industry 
first… an industry that has suffered so many postwar reverses and has so often 
lacked adequate support. 

 
After the unfortunate demise of Liberty Cinema’s original British architect in a 

plane crash, the contract was given to an Indian architect: Mr. Namjoshi. As signified in 

the name “Liberty,” the construction of this theater marked the contours of the national 

categories of aspiration in post-independence Bombay. The opening brochure states, the 

owners of the theater viewed the new cinema foremost as a nationalist product—“as the 

first promise of a brighter future.” The brochure acknowledges the British discriminatory 

policies towards Indian films and Indian moviegoers. As the “Showplace of the Nation” 

this promise of a bright future and national glory was to be delivered “in the shape of an 
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ultra-modern, air-conditioned, luxury cinema dedicated to the showing of the best Indian 

films.” Thus we see and even after independence, the Indian upper classes and elites 

retained colonial ideas about modernity and cinema as luxury entertainment.  

 

Figure 4: A hand painted image of Liberty Cinema that appeared in its opening brochure 
in 1949. Photo Courtesy: Liberty Cinema. 

 Despite being seeped in national pride, Liberty also proudly announced its global 

connections. Indian films would be screened in an atmosphere of international splendor—

great efforts were made to highlight the technologies and designs it had imported from 

the United States and other parts of the world. Sound and projection equipment were 

from RCA Triple Cinemas. As for seating “special push-back seats—which obviate the 

necessity of having to stand up or contract yourself to let someone pass to get to his seat 

were imported from America.” White cedar and teak woodwork were used to create a 

“striking, yet dignified effect.” The lobby was meant to overwhelm the audience with its 

beauty; huge mirrors frosted with intricate floral patters and surmounted with clock faces 
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were installed. The floors were carpeted, and a “strange sort of suspended lighting, 

hidden behind a decorative frieze running along the walls” added to the splendor. The 

color scheme was a delicate pink and ivory. Inside the auditorium the spacious seating 

arrangement was supposed to make the patron feel a sense of “quiet dignity and taste.” 

Great attention was paid to the ceiling, which was constructed in huge, descending tiers 

and continuous concealed lighting. The walls on either side of the auditorium followed 

the same pattern. The screen was flanked with two fountain-like structures with subtle 

lighting. Sufficient exhausts and inlets created as near as possible a natural atmosphere 

inside the theater, while making it air-conditioned. Finally, waiting for a late arrival,  

would be a “unique pleasure at the LIBERTY. The spacious, luxuriously comfortable 

longue, the beautiful walls and ceiling make you relax instinctively and enjoy its 

grandeur. And if you are inclined for it, a well appointed soda-fountain will provide you 

with delicious LIBERTY specials, ice-cream, phosphates and snacks” (in Liberty 

Cinema, Opening Brochure, 1949). This reflected the grand picture palaces of 1920s and 

1930s in the United States, and was also heavily influenced by the earlier Art Deco 

theaters built by the British.  In some ways, this kind of lavish design was reminiscent of 

the Hollywood musical—a journey into the fantasyland of architectural excess. This has 

been called “The Big White Set”—where whiteness and space signified class and wealth 

(Affron and Affron 140-141; in Mazumdar 2009,118). In privileging light and size, 

Liberty marked an Indianized continuation of colonial racial ideas about space.      

 It becomes clear that gender was embedded into the industrial design of cinema 

theaters in India, and we can mark a continuity in architectural language from the earliest 
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colonial examples like The Empress to later day, post-independence ones like Liberty. An 

analysis of Liberty shows that the emphasis is on making the space comfortable for 

middle and upper class women: there is repeated highlighting of softness, dignity, pastel 

colors, concealed lighting, comfortable longue areas and cloak rooms and even dainty 

seating in the lawns. This is coupled with excessive, minute details about the 

architectonics, sound, projection, and seating to such an extent that may not even concern 

the average moviegoer. Architecturally, Liberty was constructed as a space where upper 

class Indians would not hesitate to bring women of the house, as comfort and luxury—

reminiscent of their domestic space—was repeatedly emphasized. The need for control of 

this carefully organized design only arose when lower class males came to the theater in 

large numbers. 

 Liberty’s counterpart in the nation’s capital Delhi was Delite. It opened in 1954 

as a grand picture palace. India’s then Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru had specifically 

requested a cinema that would surpass the colonial legacy theaters that the British had left 

behind. Shashank Raizada whose family bought built Delite in 1954 explained in an 

interview with me that the land was bought for the highest price paid for any plot of land 

in the country in 1950—6.5 Lakhs (Interview, April 12, 2016). Cinema construction 

began in earnest with an emphasis on grandeur. Delite was the first air-conditioned 

cinema in North India. The sound equipment was imported from the Radio Corporation 

of America and the projectors from Simplex. The seating capacity of the hall was 1100. 

A special curtain with brocade work was imported from England. The cinema opened 
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with an Indian film called Angaarey (Flames, K.B Lall, 1954), starring the reigning 

superstar Nargis.  

However, following the tradition of the grand picture palaces, Delite was more 

than a just a movie theater. It had a proscenium stage which was used for magic shows 

and dramatic and dance performances by both national and international companies. “I 

have a full heritage gallery that shows the type of people who visited this place,” Mr. 

Raizada told me proudly as he showed photos of ex-Presidents, Prime Ministers and 

major stars from the Bombay film world standing on the Delite stage. This was one of the 

first theaters that paid special attention to food as a crucial component of entertainment. It 

built a 90-seater cafeteria within the theater premises that remains extremely popular till 

date.  

 

           Figure 5: Delite Cinema, present day. Photo: NDTV.com 

 The crucial distinction between Liberty and Delite was that the latter was pitched 

to the “masses.” As stated in the opening brochure of Delite in 1954, the owners hoped 
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that the humble and the elite would welcome the new Delite Theatre alike—“the chief 

aim has been to provide recreation to the masses, who after the day’s labor owe it to 

themselves to have some relaxation—physical as well as mental.” In fact, the Delite 

brochure explicitly states that the theater “belongs not to the indolent rich but to the 

common people who have worked day and night and sweated in the sweltering heat to 

have the theater completed against heavy odds.” The owners of Delite did not see cinema 

as a luxury entertainment at all but a “necessity like a public park to invigorate the 

individual after the day’s toil and soothe his frayed nerves.”  

 In order to understand, the mass aspirations of the owners of Delite requires 

briefly looking at what architectural modernism symbolized for the state and the middle-

classes in the post-independence capital city. The urban organization of the city, and the 

division between “Old” and “New” Delhi, sheds light on Delite’s relationship with its 

urban geography. British architects Edward Luyten and George Baker designed Colonial 

Delhi from 1912-1930 when the capital of the Empire shifted from Calcutta to New 

Delhi. Luyten planned a new city, a “New Delhi” that would lie to the South of the old 

Mughal City of Shahajanabad, now known broadly as “Old Delhi.” Most importantly, the 

site where this new bastion of architectural power and modernism, “Luyten’s Delhi” (as 

is known till today), would intersect with the native settlements of Old Delhi was 

intended to be a market, a grand shopping center, where Indian traders would conduct 

business. Old Delhi was seen as a congested, polluted city, densely populated by native 

Indians, and the new British capital intended to differ starkly from it (Metcalfe 2002 in 

Sundaram 2010, 16). As I will show in Chapter 4, the city’s single-screen cinemas are 
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deeply bound in history and memory to Old Delhi. This was because “New Delhi” had 

always remained a domain of colonial modernity. The opening brochure of Delite 

mentions: 

Shri N. Kothari the able genius, under whose wise and watchful guidance, sturdy 
beautiful buildings are springing up one after another in quick succession in 
Delhi…has made substantial contribution to increasing the attraction of the town. 
We are glad to say that ‘Old’ Delhi is also receiving ‘Master’ touches to make it 
vie with the new. 

 
Because of its location and its connections to the urban geography of Old Delhi, 

Delite was not able to speak the same spatial language as Liberty, which was constructed 

in the posh European part of South Bombay. However, a spatial venue for “mass 

entertainment” was built along the very same lines that defined modernity for “New” 

Delhi. Nehru’s personal interest in the construction of this theater shows the State’s 

desire to control the potential excesses inherent in the illicit space of the cinema, more so, 

when located in a disorganized site like “Old” Delhi.  

As far as filmic content was concerned Delite intended to screen both Indian and 

foreign films of “the highest artistic, moral, educative and technical merits” [Emphasis 

added]. This is a telling statement as the cinema’s power in the formation of a national 

community had been vastly recognized. A new nation-state therefore could not ignore the 

careful regulation of “mass entertainment.”  

In the next section, I will show how the State’s aspirations for Indian architecture 

post-independence were reflected in the site of the cinema theater. In the 1960s and 

1970s, Modernist theaters began to appear in India. This was in keeping with then Prime 
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Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s larger visions of modernist architecture for India. Next, I 

present a detailed case study of Sheila Cinema, India’s first modernist 70mm cinema—

this theater actively emphasized superiority in color and sound technologies over the 

marvels of architectural design like the earlier Art Deco. Cinema theaters during this 

period also began to be used for the sole purpose of screening films and did not double up 

as venues for music or other kinds of performances. As I show below, Sheila was the 

earliest prototype of the multiplex in India. 

MODERNIST ARCHITECTURES: SHEILA CINEMA AND THE 
NEUTRALIZATION OF EXCESS  
 
It was only in the 1960s that cinemas in India began to move away from the spectacle of 

the picture palace to more intimate spaces that privileged the experience of film viewing, 

with special emphasis on clarity of picture and sound. These kinds of theaters, known as 

modernist or neutralized theaters, broke with the Art-Deco aesthetics in several 

significant ways and the first theater to do so was Sheila. Sheila Cinema is one of Delhi’s 

still-surviving and iconic single-screens. It played a pivotal role in introducing a radically 

new techno-architectural language to the landscape of film exhibition in India. American 

modernist architect, Benjamin Schlanger, a major exponent of the “immersive” cinema 

theater in the United States, designed Sheila.  Besides several cinemas, Schlanger has 

also designed the United Nations General Assembly Hall, Metropolitan Opera and New 

York State Theatre, Lincoln Centre, Kennedy Cultural Center and the Colonial 

Williamsburg Twin-Theaters. As I will show below, Schlanger’s work on the 
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“neutralized theater” in the United States inadvertently had long-standing effects on the 

relationship between cinema and space in India. 

Through a close analysis of the Sheila’s architectural design, technological 

innovations, and measures taken to ensure audience comfort and safety along with the 

kind of film content screened in its first 15 years, I will show that it was the earliest 

prototype of the contemporary multiplex cinema in India. While a number of the city’s 

single-screen cinemas have shut shop, Sheila still remains in business. What does the 

continued resilience of this theater tell us? Ironically, it is not located in one of Delhi’s 

traditionally elite neighborhoods (like other modernist theaters were) but in the 

commercial, densely populated, and working-class area of Saddar Bazaar, which is in 

extreme proximity to the New Delhi Railway Station—a conduit for migrant laborers to 

enter and leave the city. Railway stations in India are often mismanaged, dirty, chaotic, 

polluted, and heavily crowded spaces that are inhabited by the homeless, the poor, and 

the beggars looking for a place to sleep. It was against this urban geography that Sheila, 

the country’s first 70mm theater and the pioneer of architectural modernism in theater 

design in the sub-continent, opened its gates in 1961. It also exclusively played 

Hollywood films for the first 15 years of its existence. A press and publicity brochure 

released in 1971 celebrating 10 years of Sheila Cinema opened with the following lines: 

      A new era in the world of entertainment in India began on January 12, 1961, 
with the inauguration of Shiela Theatre ‘70’ at New Delhi. Sheila pioneered in 
bringing to this country international standards in building design, viewer 
comfort, theater maintenance and above all the art and science of movie 
presentation. All through this span of 10 years, SHEILA has remained at the top 
and our endeavor is to continue to do so. 
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Like most of the country’s single-screens, both dead and extant, Sheila is family owed. 

D.C. Kaushish, who started the theater was an audio buff and took a keen interest in all 

aspects of film exhibition technology. He also frequently traveled to Los Angeles and 

New York. It was through these trips and his association with the Motion Pictures Export 

Association of America that Sheila Cinema was given its shape and form, and eventually 

content. His son, Uday Kaushish, is the current owner of Sheila. In two long interviews, 

he told me about the architectural, technological, and cultural history of this fascinating 

theater.  

 

Figure 6: Sheila Cinema in 2014. This theater shut down in January 2018. 

 

     Sheila opened in January 1961 with the Hollywood epic Solomon and Sheba 

(King Vidor, 1959). Kaushish (Personal Interview, October 15, 2015) said: 
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…it was quite a sensation at that time, the audience was completely floored, it 
was the first time they had heard multichannel reproduction and 7 channels of 
magnetic sound and completely different fidelity from what had been experienced 
earlier. I mean, people came just to look at the place. Of course we had a lot of 
people coming in from all over the country looking from the exhibition trade so a 
lot of people took the plunge to go into widescreen and convert old cinemas and 
build new ones.  

 

They screened primarily Hollywood films in 3 shows everyday. It was the first time in 

the country’s history since independence that a Hollywood film was screened for more 

than 3 or 4 consecutive days. They were able to screen both Cinemascope and 70mm.  

          Interestingly, Sheila began its construction in the 1950s, with the standard design 

for Indian cinemas of the time: a stage and proscenium, reminiscent of the colonial 

picture-palaces. However, D.C Kaushish who was in New York at this time witnessed the 

successful commercial trials of 70mm: “color rendition was flawless, lines were in sharp 

focus and there were no blurs and the reproduction was life-like.” He sent a telegram 

saying “Stop Construction!” Since India had no precedents, architects and technicians did 

not quite know how to handle the job. D.C Kaushish met Benjamin Schlanger. As Uday 

Kaushish recounts (Personal Interview, October 15th, 2015): 

 So Ben Schlanger was initially told that there was a project in Delhi that was 
underway, so he asked for plans, which my father was carrying. He started to 
modify them and create the new designs and along with Professor Harris of 
Columbia University who was in the acoustics department—he designed the 
layout of the cinema— it’s a classic academy design from the 50s and the 60s 
with a balcony and a mild reverse slope at the bottom which basically ensures that 
everybody, at least the first row of people does not die of craning their necks to 
look at the screen. It was quite a departure from what was there before which was 
a standard stage layout so the whole place was redone, brought down completely 
and redesigned and after that we were ready for over 9 or 10 months and waiting 
for license and approvals. Otherwise we would have been the first 70mm in Asia 
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but we were 3 months behind Japan because of the delay of the electricity 
department.  

 
 From the 1950s to the 1960s, America was witnessing the dying of the movie 

palace and the emergence of the “neutralized theater”— which also marked a concerted 

move towards total immersion and a reduction of spatiotemporal distance (Paul 1996; 

Gillece 2012). The grand movie-palaces of the 1920s had favored the spectacle of the 

grand theater itself over ideal techno-architectural conditions of film viewing and the 

contemplation of film as an art form. In modernist theatrical architecture, heightened 

efforts appear to close the gaps between spectator and image. As Jocelyn Gillece (2012, 

2) states the neutralized theater, much like the contemporary multiplex, intends to: 

     …to create an idealized cinematic space of bodiless minds projected forward 
toward the flattened surface of the screen and the artificial depth of the filmic 
image. There, the gap between the screen materiality and ephemeral visual 
experience would be managed to balance distance from bodies with proximity to 
imagined filmic world. 

 
Schlanger was one of the most vocal advocates of the neutralized theater. 

Schlanger argued in Motion Pictures Theaters of Tomorrow that the theater of the future 

should no longer remain partitioned spaces of seats and stage and screen area but should 

strive to become a part of the film. The proscenium arch should be destroyed as much as 

possible and is where “the slaughtering should begin and concentrate itself...it is here 

where the mood is determined. It is mostly this transition that should enable the viewer to 

feel as little conscious of the surrounding walls and ceiling as possible, so that he can 

completely envelop himself in that which he is viewing” (Schlanger 1931, 12-13).  
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Earlier Art Deco cinemas in India had sought to enthral the moviegoer through 

the creation of a fantasy-like interior, ostentatious in the privileging of mirrors, ceilings, 

statutes and gardens. The thrill of the neutralized theater lay in a life-like experience of 

cinema, and pushing the audience closer to the film-action than ever before. Sheila was in 

several ways a neutralized theater perhaps the first of its kind in India and therefore also 

an early prototype of the multiplex. As stated in its opening brochure, Sheila “gave him 

[the audience] large, airy, naturally lighted lobbies instead of the conventional foyers 

with moldings, carvings, carpets, mirrors and chandeliers of the oriental movie palaces.” 

The space of the auditorium was conceived with the screen as the fourth wall, eliminating 

the stage, border, brocade curtains, decorations, and prosceniums of the earlier Art 

Decos. The atmosphere is meant to be “homely” (a replication of domestic comfort for 

upper-class audiences), with comfortable seats meant for relaxation, and irrespective of 

the film being screened, for the patron “what matters most to him is our incomparable 

high fidelity stereophonic sound, our superb picture presentation makes him feel part of 

the action, on the screen.” The screen was curved slightly to give it an illusion of depth. 

Walls were painted in neutral, off white coloring, to eliminate cross-reflections on the 

screen—“nothing comes between you and your favorite movie-play.” Like the earlier 

picture palaces, Sheila also spoke in some of the architectural language that continues 

with the multiplex: the presence of large and well-lit lobbies, its location in a safe 

compound, a pride in transcultural exchanges in sound and projection technology, all 

emphasizing superior architectonics. 
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The importance of sound, as an element essential to the creation of a “life-like” 

experience at the theater was sharply underlined: 

Some movie houses tend to use a high volume sound to mask all the flaws in 
auditorium acoustics, cinema sound equipment, and film recording deficiencies 
resulting in unnatural sound reproduction. The Sheila Theatre ‘70’ have resisted 
all such pressures and maintain the sound reproductions at the standards 
prescribed by the Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers and 
Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences of America. 

 
Besides Hollywood fare, Sheila carefully picked Indian content that 

complimented this spatial design. In its first years, it chose to interlude its constant stream 

of Hollywood fare with two Indian films: B.R Chopra’s Hindi-Urdu Kanoon (Law, 1960) 

a song-less film and Satyajit Ray’s Bengali films Kapurush (The Coward, 1965) and 

Mahapurush (The Holy Man, 1965). When asked why they picked these atypical films, 

Kaushish said “because our audience at that time, it was a very high-end audience, so it 

would be something that they would be able to take a chance with.” Hence, class-based 

associations about cinematic taste had remained unchanged and completely naturalized 

by the 1970s. It developed its own movie-projection system called SHEILARAMA. 

National pride is reflected in its description: 

Using a still larger, giant sized screen with a 20-feet curve, it will be able to 
screen special cinema-type of movies but more importantly than that, it will be 
able to present Indian films in greater depth truly engulfing the spectator in action. 
This is a technical breakthrough of major importance, which is India’s own, and 
the country will not have to pay any royalty on it. Seating will be rearranged to 
enhance your sense of participation and yet another era of excellence in motion 
picture presentation will be ushered in by Shiela Theatre ’70.’ 
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             Their tickets were priced higher than the rest of the city. When the first multiplex 

in the country, PVR Saket opened (also in Delhi), its ticket prices were at par with Sheila. 

Like the previous Art Deco theaters, Sheila paid special attention to safety, security, and 

hygiene, the three bedrocks of the modern multiplex in India. The opening brochure 

stated: 

We maintain an adequate interval of time between the shows for smooth departure 
an arrival of our patrons who do not have to clash head-on or go out through back 
alleys. We have our own stand-by generators, ready to take over in a split second 
if the city supply fails. The show must go on, on schedule.  

Parking lot, arrangements for first aid, “exceeds the safety standards prescribed 
for theater buildings in India. In fact Sheila conforms to the highest international 
safety standards (as our Consultant Ben Schlanger is himself the author of the 
New York Safety Code for theatre buildings). 

 
The main audience base for this cinema was primarily the densely populated 

middle-and-lower-middle class neighborhood of Saddar Bazaar and Pahargunj even 

though people came from all over the city to see the architectural and technological 

marvels of Sheila. “In the 1970s, when the cinema opened by father was ridiculed by 

everybody: who’s going to go to a cinema near the railway station to see a film when 

Connaught Place [center of Delhi’s colonial design] doesn’t run for so long” (Uday 

Kaushish, Personal Interview, October 15, 2015). To ensure that the audience base in 

proximity to the cinema came regularly, D.C Kaushish began printing a summary of 

every film that they ran— both in Hindi and Urdu on either side of a page. These 

pamphlets were then placed at the booking counter. This meant that several non-English 

speaking audiences came in to watch Hollywood films as they had already familiarized 
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themselves with the narrative and plot— “so that created a wider base of available 

audiences for us as well, otherwise we would not have been able to sustain the long runs 

that we enjoyed with films” (Uday Kaushish, Personal Interview, October 15, 2015). 

            In a letter congratulating the cinema on completing 10 years, the then 

President of India, V.V Giri wrote emphasizing Sheila’s geographical place: “they have a 

splendid show house in a locality inhabited by the working class.” Prime Minister Indira 

Gandhi said (January 9, 1971, quoted in Sheila Cinema’s Opening Brochure): 

The film medium provides the most widespread form of popular entertainment in 
the country. Those connected with the industry— producers, directors, and actors 
as well as theatre owners, are in a position to influence the minds of people and to 
improve their taste and discernment. [Emphasis added] 

 
How did Sheila’s new modernist architecture reflect national aspirations in the country? 

In the aforementioned letters, Sheila’s location in a working-class neighborhood has been 

highlighted and its success has been praised despite this. Sheila’s location had diverged 

from the usual class segregation through urban geography. Indira Gandhi’s letter stressed 

that the theaters “are in a position to influence the minds of people and to improve their 

taste and discernment.” This points to the state’s desire to “improve” the “taste” of the 

cinema-going public around the theaters and in turn exercise control over the potential 

excesses and unpredictability of these spaces, desire first echoed by the colonial British 

government, then the Indian state, and finally again after the privatization of the economy 

and in favor of the multiplex. By the 1970s, cinema had entirely moved away from its 

associations with elite entertainment and become a form that could not exclude the 

masses without great economic losses. However, mass regulation at the site of the cinema 
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remained supremely important. A design was in place for the masses to interact with the 

site of the cinema. What made the single-screen dangerous were the crowds who often 

deviated from the intended design that were meant to regulate their behavior. As I will 

show in the next chapter, this was the primary anxiety that the Indian multiplex tackled. 

The modernist architecture of the 1970s shows us a form of nationalist aspiration that 

prefers neutralization: of the national subject and architectural excess. Sheila’s language 

in addressing its audiences remains targeted towards males, referring to the moviegoer as 

“patron” and in a few places as “him.” 

  In many ways, Sheila was more a prototype of the Nehruvian idea of 

architectural modernism than its predecessors Delite and Liberty. For instance, Nehru 

saw Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh (further north of Delhi) as the ultimate victory of 

modernist, rational, urban architecture over the uncertainties and messes of traditional 

architecture and Indian villages. It was what Nehru and the Indian architects soon after 

independence looked upon with equal measures of awe, desire and jealousy. A journalist 

reflecting on Chandigarh in 2013 wrote (Financial Times, July 3, 2015): 

Standing roughly 250km north of New Delhi on the baking plains of Punjab, its 
orderly grid system appears almost fantastical in a country whose urban centers 
are synonymous with chaos. Even rare exceptions such as the carefully planned 
heart of New Delhi only seem to underline that rule with the bedlam of their 
peripheries. 

By contrast, wide boulevards connect all 56 sectors in Chandigarh, each designed 
as a self-contained micro-neighborhood with shops, schools and entertainments. 
The surroundings are green too, with parks and tree-lined avenues to soften the 
effect of its largely concrete, block-like buildings.  
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Contemptuous of India, Corbusier visited infrequently. He was paid well below 

his salary to design the city. Chandigarh, in many ways, was a way for Corbusier to 

justify his theories, 70 per cent of which were only on paper, and leave a global impact. 

This was a model impossible to recreate in Delhi: the capital was reeling from the 

aftershocks of Partition and the massive influx of refugees from Pakistan living all over 

in squatter settlements. In fact, this model was hardly ever repeated anywhere in India 

and became a museum piece in need of protection (Khilnani, 2003). Yet, despite 

Chandigarh being completely alien and disconnected from its surroundings, Nehru was 

enchanted with it, it symbolized everything he envisioned for modern independent India. 

Sundaram (2010, 18) writes, “If nationalism’s vision of the future was an eternally 

deferred not yet, Chandigarh changed that into an architectural museum of the now.” This 

is to suggest that it is no coincidence that the contemporary Indian “malltiplex,” speaks 

the same language as the modernist architecture and urban planning of the 1970s. The 

desires for a “present” mode of architectural identity dominated by new technology and 

neutral space, championed by Western modernity, sought to be emulated by Indian elites 

both before and after independence. The masses had to be regulated in their usage of 

these spaces. Nehru (1959, 7 in Sundaram 2010, 30) found India’s ancient architecture 

“static” and “repelling.” He said, of the older temples in South India: 

I just can’t stand them. Why? I do not know I cannot explain that, but they are 
oppressive, they suppress my spirit. They do not allow me to rise, they keep me 
down. The dark corridors—I like the sun and air not dark corridors. 
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Sundaram points out that in this distaste for darkness and ghostly corridors, Nehru echoed 

Western modernity’s classic thesis. As Michel Foucault had already said, it was the fear 

of urban darkness that led to a rampant quest for light and “reason,” and a redistribution 

of populations, and the creation of new enclosures and hierarchies. Foucault also 

theorized that following the 19th century’s obsession with history, the current epoch will 

be “an epoch of space.” He wrote (1986, 22 in Sundaram 2010, 49): 

The problem of the human site or living space is not simply that of knowing 
whether there will be enough space for men in the world – a problem that is 
certainly quite important—but also that of knowing what relations of propinquity, 
what type of storage, circulation, marking and classification of human elements 
should be adopted in a given situation in order to achieve a given end. Our epoch 
is one in which space takes for us the form of relations among sites. 

 
       In post-independence Delhi this took the form of a mix of technological 

celebration, information, and modernization, which culminated in the 1962 Masterplan 

(see Introduction). This Masterplan looked upon the city as a machine, run by a 

technocratic apparatus (Sundaram 2010,19). It was driven by the fear of a dense and 

uncontrollable city and planned around decentralization. Delhi was to spread out into 

cellular neighborhoods, district centers, and factory areas, all regulated by law (2010, 73): 

        The separation of work and industry, a discourse against congestion, and the 
marking of legal and non-legal habitation in the city was the central thrust of the 
plan.  

 
 By 1977 this plan had proved largely unsuccessful. Neat divisions of the city 

were overwritten by economic proliferation, urban sprawls, the influx of migrants, and 

large scale public conflicts. As far as cinemas were concerned, things began to change by 
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the 1980s when middle-class audiences and women were no longer visiting cinemas as 

frequently. This was due to several reasons like the arrival of home video technology, 

pirated video cassettes, and color television to middle-class homes in India. Research 

produced by Delhi-based urban research cluster SARAI as part of their project Publics 

and Practices in the History of the Present: Old and New Media in Contemporary India 

shows that the connotations of the English/Hollywood film in the capital changed around 

1984. Soft porn films were now being imported into the country—leading to the 

emergence of the disreputable morning show. The morning show refers to the exhibition 

of soft porn films for floating and migrant working-class populations in several cinemas, 

especially in the older parts of Delhi. These factors, coupled with the advances in home 

and digital technologies for entertainment, led to the single-screen theaters losing much 

of their respectable social status, and thus began a period of deterioration. Several 

commentators in the Bombay film industry (see Chapter 3) also note that middle-classes 

stopped coming to the theaters during the 1980s because the halls were not “clean” 

anymore. “Cleanliness” here signifies both film content (a move towards the B-grade in 

Hindi cinema) and the practices of film viewing at the cinema theater which were now 

associated with lower class males. Ravi Vasudevan (2003) notes these changes led to 

three kinds of responses at the levels of production, distribution, and exhibition of 

cinema. From the mid-1990s, there emerged the big Bollywood family blockbuster 

targeted more towards diasporic and foreign markets than local, and, finally the arrival of 

the multiplex in 1997 and its “house”: the shopping mall, soon after. 
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 In the next chapter, I examine the spatial designs of Select CityWalk one of the 

most successful malls in Delhi, and PVR Cinemas, the country’s most successful 

multiplex chain—also headquartered out of Delhi. Ironically, Select City Walk mall and 

multiplex was built on the site of a failed district center from the Masterplan of 1962. 

They are now located in the posh South Delhi neighborhood of Saket. Kuldip Singh, a 

renowned modernist architect working with the Delhi Development Authority (DDA) 

designed it. In his proposal for the District Center at Saket, he suggested that there should 

be a management strategy for this Center, which would ensure that it ran in accordance 

with the intent of the design. He also insisted that there would be no “misuse” of the 

design by tampering with the buildings. When the initial plans for Select City Walk mall 

were drawn up in the mid-2000s, the planners realized that they had to work with 

government drawings from the 1970s, which could not be changed. The design was 

“fixed.” After a detailed investigation of the tender documents, they discovered a line that 

eventually led to the creation of an entirely new mall-space: “internal changes may be 

permissible subject to approval by the DDA” (Personal interview, Pranay Sinha, Chief 

Architect, Select CityWalk, June 14, 2015). The outside façade of the building was kept 

the same, a neutral, monotonous brownstone: signature DDA architecture. Inside, lavish 

interiors began to be constructed for Delhi’s new mega mall and multiplex. 

CONCLUSION 

 
In this chapter, I have demonstrated that the site of the cinema theater in India, 

from its inception, has been rife with anxieties about gender and class. The construction 
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of cinema as a social space, as defined by the physical aspects of its architecture and 

geography, carries within it a long material history of the naturalization of ideas about 

class and taste. Also to be taken into account is the flow of notions about gendered space 

between the Europeans and the Indians in the 200 long years of colonial rule in the 

subcontinent. The mythic and fantastical space of the cinema often makes it a “reassuring 

ubiquitous space, with seemingly transnational technology, self-effacing, belonging to no 

particular country” (Larkin 1998, 50). Yet, in every context, the cinema theater has deep 

relational links to both urban geography and the gendered design of public and private 

space in a given location. In India, segregation, fears of miscegenation, and discourses 

over control and regulation of the transgressive space of the film theater has always 

marked the transformation of cinema into the predominant form of public entertainment. 

Gender and the invasion of the “interior” space of Indian social and private life has been 

the central axis from where these anxieties emanated. A transgressive, unpredictable 

space meant a severe disruption of safe middle-class notions of “hygiene” maintained for 

centuries through the sexual “purity” of the woman of the house.  However, cinema 

theaters were also symbols of modernity and technological progress. In both colonial and 

post-independence India, they were sites where national aspirations for progressive 

architectonics were articulated. The history of the rapid multiplex takeover of cinema 

exhibition in the country in the last two decades therefore must be placed within the 

gendered class anxieties and aspirations long embedded at the site of the single-screen 

cinema. 
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Chapter 2:  Architectures of Happiness: Designing the Malltiplex6 

 

The biggest thing that we have maintained consistently is hygiene. So hygiene, 
security, safety are the top most priorities of the PVR system. I can do away with 
Italian marble. I may not put a very fancy wall painting. But I will not 
compromise with 3 factors: which is hygiene, safety and security. We have to 
ensure that. Those are the 3 pillars on which the PVR rests. 

Vijay Kapoor, Senior Vice President, Business Development Head, PVR Cinemas 
(Personal Interview, July 6th, 2016) 

 

As an architect I always stood for architecture that was commercially viable and 
life invigorating. And I couldn’t see that quality happening in passive institutional 
buildings like a National Institute of Immunology. How many people will go 
there? Look at what the rest of the world is making. So when stepping into the 
first shopping centers in Jakarta, it was pretty much like advertising meets 
architecture. And there’s suddenly happy architecture, there are lights, there is a 
JC Penney’s, there’s such so much of joy all around. It was cheerful architecture. 
This was for the people. For the masses. Children were loving it, women were 
loving it.  

Pranay Sinha, Chief Architect and Planner, Select CityWalk Mall (Personal 
Interview, 15 June, 2015) 

 
 

The mall and multiplex in urban India, with their smooth, glassy surfaces, and 

design catalogue like interiors are excellent examples of what is known as “surface 

culture.” Surface here may be defined as expressive forms of architecture, advertising, 

fashion, print, television, and film that privilege a display of commodity culture as new 

urban sensorium (Mazumdar 2007, 110). Ranjani Mazumdar calls this a “new kind of 

                                                
6 Parts of this chapter will be published in a forthcoming issue of South Asian Popular Culture as 
Architectures of Happiness: Designing the ‘Malltiplex’ in India. 
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urban delirium” in which the spectacle of film, television, architecture and commodity 

display all converge. In India, post globalization, this transformation of space, both literal 

(homes, offices, cafes, malls, multiplexes) and imaginative (in film), “provides the 

fleeting imaginary possibility of transcending the physical geography of the cityscape” 

(Mazumdar 2007, 115).  The architectures of the mall and the multiplex present an 

aestheticized landscape powered by “the flush of consumption, in which global mobility 

and visual signage have introduced an expansive world of networks and connections, 

creating new desires and aspirations” (112). 

Building upon the classed and gendered anxieties around film exhibition and 

public space in the city discussed in chapter 1, this chapter looks at the most predominant 

fused space of urban entertainment in the city: the malltiplex. Drawing upon fieldwork 

conducted in one of South Delhi most successful mega malls: Select City Walk, along 

with extensive interviews across several departments (design and interiors, security, 

business development, marketing, staff recruitment and training, food and beverage etc.) 

of India’s foremost multiplex chain, PVR Cinemas, this chapter shows how gendered 

“safe” space is industrially constructed, maintained and circulated in the public 

imagination. I map the emergence and evolution of this specific kind of industrial design 

against the backdrop of the rapidly changing urban landscape of South Asian cities, 

where ideas of space and architectures are dominated by visions of a “global city,” 

reminiscent of Dubai, Singapore, and Shanghai. Through this design and architectural 

space, going to the cinema is produced and packaged as an event. However, in several 

ways, the event at mall and the multiplex arises from the same spatial anxieties that 
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haunted the earliest Art Deco theaters in the country’s foremost metros. This chapter 

shows that the gendered spectatorial profile created by the space of the mall and the 

multiplex suggest a forceful rearticulation of the three pillars of gendered middle-class 

anxiety in India: “hygiene,” “safety,” and “security.” It is important to note that the 

availability to afford “security” through the employing of guards and various kinds of 

security devices in India denotes class status. Class and caste barriers are stringently 

established to create a seamless and invisible environment for “immersive” cinema 

viewing experiences. With these reassurances in place, the multiplex sets the stage for its 

architectural event. 

         As discussed in Chapter 1, the primary anxieties that upper class Indian 

audiences expressed in sharing public space had to do with their classist and caste-based 

notions of security (mostly sexual security of Hindu women) and hygiene (centered on 

the eating and polluting habits of lower classes). Because the Indian families that owned 

and built the country’s Art Deco and modernist theaters often belonged to the same class 

as their patrons, they were able to architecturally construct a space designed for several 

kinds of precautionary segregations (seating, ticket counters, ticket pricing, bathrooms 

etc.) to appease these middle-class anxieties to an extent. What they could not control 

was who came to the theater. An exclusion of working or lower class audiences would be 

economically disastrous for both single-screens and the Bombay film industry. Instead, 

they tried hard to ensure that within the theater, working class men and middle-class 

women shared as little space as possible.       
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               It was here that the mall and the multiplex, fused together in an 

unbroken techno-architectural language was able to capitalize on these age-old anxieties 

and sell them back to a certain class of audiences in a language of national progress, 

innovation, consumption, and “life-invigorating” architecture. These are the frequently 

used terminologies to describe the malls and multiplexes as hallmarks of urban India’s 

quick march toward global cities. An unpacking of the gendered industrial design of the 

malltiplex reveals that all of this is in fact entirely predicated upon an architecturally 

visible reassurance of safety, security, and hygiene in a manner that can ensure the 

constant presence of the middle-class woman, followed by children, families, couples etc. 

This can be compared to the popular “clean” family film espoused by post liberalization 

Bollywood (also see Chapter 3): the creation of a filmic environment, which the entire 

‘Indian family’ can enjoy without any uneasiness whatsoever (i.e., no sex or overt 

intimacy, no class or caste issues, no extreme violence, no rape, no questioning of a pan-

Indian [Hindu] identity).   

    This chapter consists of five sections. The first section introduces the gendered 

spatial designs of my sites of study: Select City Walk mall and its multiplex PVR 

Cinemas. Second, I draw upon interviews, images, press discourses, promotional 

material, and the PVR Cinemas’ brand book look at the various ways in which the 

multiplex creates and packages cinema going as an event through their design and 

architecture. The third section locates the spaces of the mall and the multiplex within the 

historical and current discourses on the gendered dynamics of class, caste, consumption 

and public/private space in India and looks at how the ideas of “safety,” “security,” and 
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“hygiene” are integrated into the spatial design and infrastructure of the mall. Through 

interviews and ethnographic work conducted in Select City Walk mall, I show how this is 

done through a careful selection of the mall’s primary clientele and a forecasting of her 

desires and anxieties in an industrially constructed “safe space.” The fourth section 

combines corporate and industrial literature from PVR Cinemas (like the brand book, 

employee manuals, publicity plans etc.) with interviews conducted with their various 

departments to look at how the contemporary multiplex understands it symbiotic 

relationship to the mall. Centered on “hygiene” as an all-important factor, it constructs 

itself as a space meant for the heightened expansion of the experiential qualities of the 

mall. Through its architecture, the multiplex aims to reiterate ideas of “comfort,” 

“reassurance,” and “delight” for the Indian moviegoer, crucial conditions of the 

contemporary cinema going as event. The fifth section studies risk management at the 

mall and the multiplex and its peculiar desire to retain certain spatial codes of the pre-

globalization organization of urban architecture, shopping centers, and single-screen 

cinemas in Delhi. This is done to make the consumer/moviegoer feel a sense of 

familiarity in an environment that is still able to provide a series of new techno-spatial 

spectacles.  

        As I discuss in chapter 1, the histories of the relationship between state, 

architecture, and urban desires in India shows that the notion of an aspirational, upwardly 

mobile “middle-class” in the subcontinent has been formulated around the desire for a 

specific kind of urban organization predicated upon architectures that eschew the 

otherwise chaotic and disordered nature of public space/life in the sub-continent. This 
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chapter argues that the contemporary Indian mall and multiplex’s careful manufacture of 

a gendered spatial design is the bedrock upon which it packages and produces “going to 

the cinema” as an experiential architectural event. In doing so, it is able to alleviate both 

localized class anxieties while also addressing long-held desires for a public architecture 

that reflects the global “present-spectacular.” 

SELECT CITY WALK AND PVR CINEMAS: AN INTRODUCTION 
 

         Select CityWalk is located in the posh South Delhi neighborhood of Saket 

and belongs to the city’s mall hub; a cluster of swanky malls adjacent to one another. It 

was inaugurated in 2007 and is built across the road from Khirkee and Hauz Rani, two 

14th century villages of Delhi, which are now congested, densely populated lower-middle 

class and working class neighborhoods, predominantly Muslim. The mall houses PVR 

Cinemas, the country’s largest and most successful multiplex chain. In 2015, PVR was 

India’s largest cinema chain with 474 screens in 45 cities with 107 locations. It is among 

the top 10 multiplex chains globally in terms of footfalls. 30-35% Hollywood box-office 

shares, and 22-25% Bollywood box office shares come from PVR. They currently have 4 

million square feet of operational retail space with another 3 million under construction. 

They sold 60 million tickets in 2013-2014, and have an upcoming target of 70 million. 

 

      Select CityWalk, with its careful planning and gendered industrial design was 

the first mall of its kind to appear on Delhi’s urban horizon in 2007. On a scorching hot 

day in July 2015, I visited this mall to watch the latest Bollywood blockbuster at PVR 
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Premiere. The narrow and cluttered road that divides the Select CityWalk from the 14th 

century lower-middle class Muslim village of Khirkee in South Delhi’s middle-class 

neighborhood of Saket is almost always packed with cars, buses, taxis, auto-rickshaws, 

pedestrians, several stray animals. At the mall, the entrance is divided into “Ladies” and 

“Gents” queues, reminiscent of most public spaces in India, especially those involving 

journeys: train stations, airport security, metro stations and cinema halls. My handbag 

goes through a machine, though nobody is really looking at the monitor. A female 

security guard in a blue salwar kameez with an SLN Security badge greets me with a 

polite “Namaste.” I am ushered into a cubicle with a makeshift curtain. She does a very 

light, very cursory body search lasting less than a few seconds, and I am free to enter the 

mall. Once inside, I find that I am unable to walk quickly across the waxed and shiny 

floors. I fear I will slip and fall, it feels rather precarious. I have to walk slowly. In my 

subsequent interview with the mall’s primary architect, Pranay Sinha, I was told that this 

was deliberate. By eliminating the demising gap (a marble column) between two stores 

they established a seamless glazing all over. The mall was a glasshouse. As the architect 

explained (Personal Interview, 15 June, 2015): 

The mall generally wears a fragile look and feel so women who are walking 
around will feel that they are in a glassier environment. They will be more 
conscious of what they wear, there will just be a feeling of so much glass that 
they’ll feel the need to behave better. 

 
 However, it is unsurprising that this architectural spectacle of light space and 

polished surfaces feel precarious. The mirror, according to Foucault, is one of the few 

experiences that can be both a utopic space (unreal and perfect) and a heterotopic space: 
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layered with meanings not immediately visible to the eye. Behind the surface of the 

mirror is an unreal space where we can see ourselves projected. Yet we are aware that 

this space is virtual and it “enables me to see myself there where I am absent: such is the 

utopia of the mirror” (Foucault 1986, 24). Through this virtual gaze, we come back to 

ourselves, making the moment of gazing into the mirror real and actual, a heterotopic 

space. It is also “connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, 

since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over there” 

(Ibid). The shopping mall is also fundamentally a space that seeks to erase the chaos and 

fears of the “outside” through its sanitized, landscaped interior (Friedberg, 1999). Unable 

to turn the entire cityscape of Delhi into a high street, Select CityWalk has conceded that 

their visitors will have to brave the frenzy of heat, pollution, traffic, slums, narrow 

streets, and crowds just before entering the mall. Upon arrival, the visitors find that they 

are surrounded all around by reflective, glassy surfaces and are instantly caught between 

that “mythic and real contested space” of the mirror. This can lead us to feel at once 

confident and shaky, comfortable and anxious.  

           In order to make my way to the multiplex, which is on the second floor, 

one must traverse most the mall to reach an escalator on the other end. Once a visitor 

takes the escalator to the first floor, they have walk through most of that floor because the 

multiplex is located on the opposite end. It was a condition precedent to Select City 

Walk’s contract with PVR Cinemas. As Sinha pointed out (Personal Interview, 15 June, 

2015): 
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A shopping center is for shopping first. If you are not able to become the chosen 
market place, you may as well not exist. You are not there only to make people 
happy, you are there because you a running a very complicated machine. And that 
machine has to perform the function it has been purchased for.  

From the multiplex, you have to go as far as possible to reach the food court. You 
go through the mall, you get reminded once again who is in the mall, you 
checkout that store and say, I gotta come back during the week. So weekends, 
family will come and see movies, the wife will come again without the family on 
a weekday because she is reminded again and again and again who is in this mall. 
It stays on her mind. If you ask a South Delhi woman, which store is where, she’ll 
tell you accurately on a plan. That was our objective.  

 
       Select City Walk attempted a careful “blend of indoors and outdoors” taking 

inspiration from Delhi’s old commercial shopping centers like Connaught Place and 

South Extension, along with East Asian shopping malls. The architects felt that culturally 

India is much closer to East Asia (Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia) than the United States. 

The interiors of the mall therefore were meant to exemplify the “contradiction” between 

what was already familiar Indian customer and what she aspired to. The left side of the 

mall was given the name “Staple Diet,” representing tradition, anchored by Indian 

retailors.  The right side called “High Voltage” meant for international fashion brands 

like Zara. The center, representing high-end Indian brands was called “Celebration.” The 

left and right zones were further sub-classified. The ground floor of “Staple Diet” 

constituted of a grocery, pharmacy, optical stores etc. 

…left side was Delhi the way it has been, staple diet, retail that Delhi is used to 
going, demonstrated success-- so the right side was future Delhi (where Delhi is 
progressing), so the woman five years down the line, as she will be (Pranay Sinha, 
interview, 15 June, 2015). 
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The right side (high voltage) was nicknamed across 3 floors as FTV, MTV and 

Pogo. The ground floor (FTV) was meant to have stores that were high-end retail – “you 

can see but you can’t buy.” The first floor (MTV), that housed PVR Cinemas recreated 

community complexes around Delhi’s earliest multiplexes, Priya and Anupam, primarily 

consisting of youth oriented retail like books, music, sports, coffee and electronics. The 

second floor was meant for children’s retail. The center “Celebration” was for “brands 

India is proud of.” These were High Design (leather bags), Fab-India (handloom), Forest 

Essentials (Ayurveda beauty), Good Earth (interiors). There was a very conscious effort 

to not totally startle the customer.  Certain pockets in the mall were designed to remind 

people of the older arrangements of bazaars that they were used to, but this time, without 

the risk. 

 
In GK and South Ex, there is a lot of clutter that people like. So let’s create that 
clutter. The right-side shops are deeper and bigger, the left-side shops are tiny, 
and optical shops etc. boring shops. Women in Delhi shop menswear, husband 
has got no role to play in shopping  (Pranay Sinha, Personal Interview, 15 June, 
2015). 

 
                At Select City, PVR Cinemas introduced India’s first six-screen cinema, a 

multiplex with two internal gradations: Gold and Premiere Class. It has two Gold and 

four Premiere Class theaters. According to PVR’s Brand Book: 

PVR Gold Class’ overall look and feel is luxurious and intended for an audience 
segment who desire a great, exclusive experience and for whom the money 
involved is largely inconsequential. To add to this a wide variety of freshly 
prepared food and beverage for total indulgence.  
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This was distinguished from PVR Premiere, which was build for a slightly different 

audience segment. The company’s definition: 

PVR Premiere: These are the next level premium cinemas for the audience 
segment that desire a great cinema experience and will pay a degree of premium 
for it. The interiors and identity of these cinemas are plush, sophisticated and 
cool.  

 
Senior Vice President of Design at PVR Cinemas, Agneet Kumar (Personal 

Interview, 21 September, 2015) told me that the Gold Class was meant to evoke a very 

lounge-like interior that is distinguishable from the mainstream (Premiere). The 

mainstream “is very cult, very young, it’s very trendy.” The gold class in contrast must 

feel opulent and very much like a luxury hotel. Architecturally and technologically, these 

were distinguished as some of their most advanced theaters. The identity, ethos and 

design of these theaters (Gold and Premiere Classes) were intended to effortlessly blend 

in with the mall in which they were housed. According to Sinha, this was PVR’s “South 

Delhi statement.” The entire place is done up in red and gold, it all feels rather regal. 

Agneet Kumar, explained why the company chose this color scheme (Personal Interview, 

21 September, 2015) 

Red and gold is all about luxury and this brand is all about giving an experiential 
experience to the customer. So we chose gold and red because it signifies 
opulence, luxury, comfort, longue-y, warm. These are all warm colors and these 
are all gender-neutral colors. So if I was to choose a blue or a pink or a purple 
they would be very gender specific. We don’t want our cinemas to be very girl-y 
or boy-y or whatever, they have to be gender neutral and at the same time they are 
very rich, warm [Emphasis added]. 
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 The food counter has gourmet popcorn in tin jars with special PVR themed gold and 

silver packaging. There is also a healthy option: blueberry yogurt with muesli. Food and 

beverages are delivered to the seat. The multiplex is dimly lit, spacious, clean, quiet, 

optimally temperate and the big dark red cushioned chairs are deep, soft and inviting. 

Before a film begins, the screen lights up: “your moviecation is about to begin!” In the 

next section, I look at how PVR constructs the multiplex culture in India—by 

transforming the space of the theater into an event like experience. 

PVR CINEMAS: ARCHITECTURE AS EVENT 

PVR has played a catalyst in bringing the ‘multiplex culture’ to India. We try to 
leave no stones unturned to provide the next-level of cinematic experience to our 
patrons. One can easily experience it through grand architecture, design and 
facilities provided at our properties 

Ajay Bijli, Chairman and Managing Director, PVR Limited (as quoted in the 
company Brand Book). 

 
The experience of watching a film at one of the PVR theaters is meant to 

supersede the film itself. As we will explore below, coming-to-the-multiplex-as-event is 

produced in a multitude of ways and arises from a related set of conditions. There are two 

main components of the “multiplex culture” in India. The first refers to a film watching 

culture that consciously distances itself from the traditional associations with the  “single 

screen culture,” as discussed in the introduction and Chapter 1. The “multiplex culture” is 

about a stylized, surface-driven interior design and architecture that celebrates 

technological innovations and progress in both film projection and sound technologies at 

the theater along with convenience: the ease of the multiple ways to book tickets and 
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order food with the press of a button. It is a space saturated with several bright and often 

interactive screens guiding audiences to manage the space without really needing much 

human assistance and yet, in keeping with traditional upper-class and caste expectations 

in India, it is also overwhelming concerned with providing hospitably driven service and 

staff personnel (detailed below). The second component of the “multiplex culture” is the 

“multiplex film”: a new genre in contemporary Bollywood cinema that consciously 

moves away from the stereotypical Hindi film. Speaking more to the trends in world 

cinema and a film literate upper class audience at the multiplexes, these films seek to 

experiment with their content and narrative techniques (discussed in chapter 3).  

          In chapter 1, I discussed how the mass vs. class debate has been a long-

standing one in world of Indian cinema. The industry assumptions about “audience 

tastes” have always arbitrarily depended on the economic status and physical location 

(classified as A, B, and C-centers) of their audiences. Therefore, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, the sensations and energies generated by the event at the single-screen 

are very different from the event at the multiplex. From its inception, the multiplex was 

not only about refurbishing cinemas, but also renovating audience behavior and taste at 

the cinema. It was meant to alleviate and assuage the gendered class anxieties felt at the 

site of the single-screen. It was projected as an antidote to a hot, dense and uncontrolled 

space teeming with restless and euphoric emotions sparked by the blockbuster being 

screened. This chapter is primarily concerned with the first component of this “multiplex 

culture”: architecture, design, and aesthetics and the gendered ideas underlying the 

manufacture of these spaces. In the next chapter, I delve into the “multiplex film” and its 



 115 

relationship to the space of the multiplex. Both however, as constituent aspects of the 

architectural event, and “become” so from a set of similar socio-spatial conditions (as 

discussed in this and the next chapter). 

              PVR Cinemas was quick to recognize that the one of the primary ways in 

which they could entice Indian audiences to come to the theater was by literally 

packaging cinema-going as an event. Though India leads the world average in terms of 

the number of films produced each year, it falls far behind in terms of exhibition. It only 

has 7 screens per million people (as compared to 125 screens/million in the United States 

and 16 screens/million in China). Post globalization, theaters also faced tough 

competition from entertainment options available at home, like the television and content 

on the Internet. PVR privileges “going out to the movies” as an event and experience in 

itself. As Mr. Ajay Bijli puts it (Firstpost, 20 December, 2014): 

Going out to the movies is a social experience, and the problem that theatres are 
facing isn't that home theatres get the content too early, but it's actually the fault 
of theatre owners who are not investing in making the experience good.  

People can stay home and eat, but restaurants still do fine business, because 
people want that better experience of going out to eat. The same is true for going 
to the movies, but only if we recognize that we have to make that an experience 
worth going out to… 

 
Mr. Gautam Dutta (Interview, July 2007, SARAI Archives) CEO, elaborates: 

Because the product that we peddle is not our product. Its someone else’s. So we 
are really like a box in which the cake goes. We are really like the packaging…in 
which the cake goes. We say that we are not in exhibition industry we are in 
experience industry, and experience really cannot be marketed. It needs to be felt. 
The whole idea is delight factor. So, what we say is we are seduction marketers. 
We are here to seduce. 
 



 116 

 

   Figure 7: PVR Select City, New Delhi 

             This event spreads across “multiple zones and multiple experiences” and 

also arises from them. PVR currently has 9 different kinds of multiplexes, each designed 

for a specific class demographic. In each of these cinemas, different elements are 

foregrounded in the packaging and conditioning of the event, depending upon the class of 

the cinema and its location. All of them however are driven by the singular goal of 

creating a heightened experiential environment. For instance, one of their top end 

cinemas, PVR Director’s Cut, is described in their Brand Book as follows: 

PVR has gone full length and taken the movie watching experience to a totally 
new level of luxury and formed the wonderful and breathtaking world called 
Director’s Cut, where entertainment meets fully-fledged hospitality. Embodies the 
coming together of movies, special cuisine and a film-themed movie store that 
provides the movie buff an invigorating super luxury experience beyond his 
imagination. 

Every seat is a specially designed leather recliner: with call management system, 
so that you can view each movie in the cocoon of comfort. Ask for a hot towel, or 
a pillow and blanket or a cold, scented face wipe. Place your order on an Ipad for 
the ultimate style and convenience. Luxuriate with double legroom and radical 
seating. 
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Finely Finished Art Quality Interiors: Enter another world, the likes of which has 
never been seen before in a cinema hall. The entire space is alive with movie 
themed art to heighten the cinema experience and take you back in time. 

 

       

Figure 8: Ajay Bijli, Managing Director, PVR Cinemas, in one of his Director’s Cut 
theaters. 

 

Figure 9: PVR Cinemas, Vasant Kunj, New Delhi. 
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Figure 10: PVR’s sample food menu. 

 

  As is evident, PVR Director’s cut is akin to a business/first class experience at a 

high-end airline. The film itself becomes secondary as the focus shifts to the comfort of 

the leather recliner, a gourmet food menu and the personal Ipads for placing orders. This 

is enhanced with the creation of a cinema museum of sorts: a film themed store with 

DVDs and books for the film buff, and stylized cinema themed art on the walls. Portraits 

of auteurs like Kurosawa and Satyajit Ray adorn the walls. Two other important facets of 

this event-experience PVR creates are technology and food. The descriptions for their 

most technologically advanced cinemas are as follows: 

PVR IMAX: IMAX is the world’s most immersive cinema experience with state 
of the art projection and sound system. It’s entertainment so real that you feel it in 
your bones, so magical that it takes you places you have never been; so all 
encompassing that you’re not just peeking through the window, but are part of the 
action. 
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PVR ECX (Enhanced Cinema Experience) Bear witness to the colossal screen 
armed with a Dolby ATMOS Surround System with a Harmon Kardon Audio, 
RealD 3D and 4K digital projection, which ensures that 100% surround is 
captured along with unsurpassed picture clarity so that you don’t miss even the 
tiniest of details. 

  
 
PVR also designs “event-invites” targeting specific audiences to their theaters. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 11: Sample “event-invite” from PVR Cinemas. 

 
For 10,000 INR ($145) a couple can celebrate Valentine’s Day at PVR Director’s 

Cut. The deal includes a dinner at PVR’s in-house fine dining restaurant, Mistral, with 2 

glasses of Champagne. This along with picks and drops in luxury cars, popcorn and 

nachos “on the house,” and a couple photo-shoot. In this “perfectly scripted evening” 

there is no mention of the film to be screened.  Below is the sample text for another event 
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invite:  the premier of Skyfall (Sam Mendes, 2012) coinciding with PVR’s 15th 

anniversary (quoted from their Brand Book): 

 

Dear Mr. Khanna, 

We are celebrating 15 years of PVR. To mark this special event we are hosting 
the Premiere of the latest Bond film ‘Skyfall’, where we are going to treat you to 
the best that fashion, style and technology has to offer with 4K Digital Projection 
System, 7.1 Dolby 4 way Surround System, Silver Screen and 2 Gold Class 
Audis. So kindly block your date for Wednesday, October 31, 2012. The letter 
will be followed by an invite detailing the time and venue of the event. Your 
attendance will be invaluable in making the occasion a great success. 

Warm Regards, 

Ajay Bijli 

Sanjeev Kumar 
 

           Outside of the more luxury events like film premiers or special occasion 

days, PVR seeks to maintain an aura of “something exciting constantly happening.” As 

Gautam Dutta explained (Personal Interview, 16 June, 2016) there should always be an 

endless array of events happening to keep the customer engaged; star visits, premiers, 

contests etc. All this ensures “brand vitality.” They especially target the “young” 

audiences (the range is anywhere between 12-35). They believe that “youngsters want to 

go to a place which is full of brand vitality, “happening.” It’s a happening place coupled 

with a… if I am caught coming out of a PVR I should not be ashamed.” In what follows, 

I detail the architectural conditions under which this event can appear. Crucially, I show 

how the space is carefully gendered to observe Hindu upper-class/caste Indian ideas 
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about safety and hygiene. It is only after such criteria is met that that a surface-driven 

multiplex culture can flourish in India. 

GENDER AND SPATIAL ANXIETIES AFTER LIBERALIZATION 
 

Leena Fernandes has called gender the “central ideological site for the production 

of a new script which can manage the contradictions of liberalization and mark the 

boundaries of the future of the globalizing nation” (2001, 157). As several scholars 

(Mankekar 2015; Fernandes 2001; Uberoi 1998) have pointed out, the dominant post-

liberalization middle-class anxiety centered on loss of “Indian cultural values.” 

Specifically, these concerns were regarding the loosening of sexual and moral codes of 

behavior that Indian women were expected to follow. Purnima Mankekar (2015) has 

shown that Indians both at home and in the diaspora equally shared these anxieties 

regarding the preservation of the sexual purity of Indian women. Indian television was 

bombarded with the series of women-centric television dramas in the early and mid-

1990s that aired on the government owned and operated channel Doordarshan. According 

to Mankekar (1999, 107) this reflected “the state’s need to mobilize women not just 

toward the twin goals of development and modernization, but also as custodians of the 

unity of the nation: women thus had to be constituted as loyal and patriotic citizens who 

would protect the integrity of the nation.” 

           It is also important to recall that the economic policies of post-

liberalization India had revolutionary effects on the circulation of public culture in India. 

The Indian middle-classes were confronted with a plethora of goods that has previously 
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not even existed in their imaginations. Lower-middle class and middle-class aspirations 

changed irrevocably (Mankekar, 2015). Commodity and consumption-culture took over 

the Indian landscape, visible everywhere: films, television, newspapers, billboards and 

magazines. These were expressed in new public architectures like the mall, the multiplex, 

the coffee shop, global restaurant chains and so forth.   Several scholars have referred to 

these spatial phenomena in different terms; Anthony King (2004) argues that India’s new 

built environment is meant to create “spaces of global culture,” where the new middle 

classes can see their aspirations physically reflected. Brosius (2010) has called it the 

“Dubaisation” of Indian urban spaces and cities—the creation of a “simcity” or a 

simulated city with no origin. Athique and Hill (2010) term it “transnational 

architectures”, where the design reflects cultural and architectural shifts occurring 

elsewhere, a part of a global project to rebrand existing cities like Shanghai, Beijing and 

Vancouver (2010,130), while Nitin Govil (2016, 117) has called it a “new architecture of 

urban visibility.” 

          However, it was satellite television that preceded the arrival of these new 

architectures. David Morley (2000) posits that the modern home is a “phantasmagoric 

space” where various kinds of electronic media constantly allow for intrusions of the 

“outside” world into the space of domesticity. This is similar to what Raymond Williams 

has famously called “mobile privatization”: through television, viewers are “thus enabled 

to simultaneously stay at home and “go places,” to remain in the realm of familiar 

ontological security and yet to experience the vicarious thrill of exhibited difference or 

exotica of one sort or another” (in Morley 2000, 9). The Indian experience of 
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globalization was foremost felt strongly through the ubiquitous presence of the television. 

As Tomlinson has also pointed out, the impact of globalization is underscored more by 

staying at home than physical travel. People who have never visited the United States 

become familiar with the streets of New York through the “mediated lifeworld” of their 

television set. Thus, the “dis-placement” wrought by globalization was felt more by 

staying at one place. Thus, the Indian television viewer’s response to commodity culture 

in the wake of cable television too, was also most powerfully felt within the domestic 

space.  

             Television and advertising played a central role in the shaping of 

gendered desires and anxieties in India after globalization. As Purnima Mankekar (2015, 

2012b, 1999a) has shown, television had begun to transform the ideas about the nation 

and gender in the 1980s and 1990s. After the privatization of the Indian economy, 

television shifted from capital goods to a heavy promotion of consumer goods, turning 

viewers and spectators into consumers. Television also played a key role in positioning 

India as an emerging market for commodities and accelerated its integrated into global 

circuits of capital (Mankekar 2015, Mazzarella 2003, Rajagpal 1999). It was also clear 

that cable television programming and advertising had begun to slowly erase images of 

those who could not afford to consume, setting in process a politics of exclusion that was 

carried forward by the spaces of the mall and multiplex. Scholars reflecting on Indian 

television in its earliest years after the privatization of the economy noted that despite a 

300 million strong consumer market, it was still a minority in a country of 900 million 

people. As Chakravarty and Gooptu (2010, 100) write: 
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Where are the others? Wherever they are, they are not on television and are 
increasingly hard to find on celluloid. The logic of inclusion through consumption 
must also exclude people who cannot consume the branded products in the 
market. The poor as poor have no role in this new vision. 

 

Mankekar (2015) has used the term “commodity affect” to describe the affective 

regimes of the new commodities that flooded the Indian market and began to blur the line 

between persons and commodities. “Commodity affect,” according to Mankekar, may be 

described as the “relay of intensities between subjects and commodities.” It was through 

the production of commodity affect that television was able to create new regimes of 

sensoria: “domestic spaces became affectively charged spaces of consumption” (2015, 

116). Much like the mall, the desire for the commodity went beyond just acquisition. 

Mankekar argues that desire in “commodity affect” lies in the pleasures of gazing and 

longing for a commodity that one cannot possess but it helps them imagine the 

possibilities of life with it, or “what life could be like” (115). These pleasures reflected 

the aspirations and fantasies of the viewers. Bollywood films of the mid-90s also 

mirrored the frenzy of commodity-spectacle that had become ubiquitous in the Indian 

landscape. Narratives began to focus exclusively on the consumerist lifestyles of affluent 

Indians (Mankekar 2015, Mazumdar 2009). The mall and the multiplex provided the 

architecture that was able to house these “commodity affects” that began to extend from 

the television screen to the glossy displays at the mall. 
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Safe and Secure: A Spatial Design for the “South Delhi Woman” 

 
Anne Friedberg (1993) has shown that it was with the beginnings of consumption 

and the origins of the department store, packaged tourism and proto cinematic 

entertainment that the urban female subject, the counterpart to the male subject in 

modernity, the flâneuse was born. Women were empowered with new forms of social 

mobility as shoppers, tourists and cinemagoers, enabled by consumer culture. Friedberg 

looks at the development of shopping as a socially accepted leisure activity for bourgeois 

women, as “pleasure rather than necessity,” encouraging women to wander without an 

escort and writes (1993, 36-37): 

the flâneuse was empowered in a paradoxical sense: new freedoms of lifestyle and 
choice were available, but, as feminist theorists have amply illustrated, women 
were addressed as consumers in ways that played on deeply rooted cultural 
constructions of gender. New desires were created for her by advertising and 
consumer culture; desires elaborated in a system of selling and consumption…   

 
As I show below, creation of these new desires of consumption and mobility for 

women was also inscribed into the architectural plan of the mall and multiplex in India. 

Scholars (Padke 2007; Ranade 2007) working on gender and public space in 

contemporary India argue that spaces like malls and coffee shops need the presence of 

middle-class women to be able to pass off as markers of modernity in a city that claims 

global status. Malls are therefore private spaces that masquerade as public spaces. In such 

places, femininity has to go hand in hand with class respectability, which manifests itself 

in the unspoken dress codes of several young women who frequent such spaces.  
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However, the spatial experience of the mall and the multiplex for upper and 

middle-class Indian women had to be “safe,” “secure” and “hygienic.” Select CityWalk 

for instance, first and foremost, located, observed, identified and defined their primary 

clientele: the “South Delhi Woman” with a careful forecasting of her “needs” and 

“desires.” It was this figure and her safety that defined the mall’s gendered industrial 

design. According to Sinha (Chief Architect, Select City Walk, Personal Interview, 15 

June, 2015): 

Let’s first choose our shopper. So we said that okay, where are we? What comes 
to your mind when you think South Delhi? South Delhi is about showing off your 
wealth, wearing good clothes, doing a lot of makeup. So whatever was coming to 
mind about South Delhi had to do with women. We said that let’s make this 
center primarily targeted towards the South Delhi woman. She will become our 
boss. Whenever in doubt, ask her. Think of her and you’ll have your answer. Who 
is in the mall determines who comes to the mall, what quality and what quantity.  

Our initial concept was that we will not be an alien spaceship landing in South 
Delhi. We will become the mall that reflects South Delhi rather than imposes 
itself upon South Delhi.  

 
The mall’s website reiterates this: 

Select CITYWALK also blends tradition and modernity in a seamless way with 
its events and celebrations. From Diwali to Christmas, Valentines and Ganesh 
Chathurthi, every single event is meticulously planned and well thought out. 
Aiming to always make for a convenient shopping trip, the many varied services 
ensure that the shopper never feels the need to step out of the shopping center for 
anything. An ethos that has been especially crafted to suit the needs of the 
sophisticated urban Indian, Select CITYWALK represents a blend of luxury and 
high-street shopping, an all inclusive mix of brands in addition to a number of 
cafés, bistros, restaurants and bars, which together make our shopping center a 
popular place among all. Over 175 key stores, representing 500 international and 
Indian brands have been tastefully handpicked for the modern Indian consumer. It 
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speaks to the new-age Indian, who embraces modernity while respecting tradition 
nonetheless.7 

 
            Who is the new-age Indian or the “modern Indian consumer”? That she 

must respect traditions while embracing modernity is paramount, as it as always been the 

woman’s responsibility to preserve “Indian traditions” both in private and public. Here, 

we must conjure the figure of the “New Indian Woman.” Popularized by an English 

women’s magazine Femina in the late 1990s, which also hosted the Miss India beauty 

pageant, the “New Indian Woman” was “a wife and a mother as well as a citizen and a 

consumer, a woman who is Indian rather than regional in identity and also fluent in 

English” (Dewey 2008, 208-209). From 1994-2000, several Indian models and beauty 

queens won global beauty pageants like Miss Universe and Miss World. This was a 

particularly important moment where globalization and the new consumer economy 

intersected with the ideals of Indian middle-class femininity. These women represented 

India on the global stage, signaling the country’s “arrival.” Several scholars 

(Parmeswaran 2004; Munshi 2004; Dewey 2008; Mitra 2012) have discussed how these 

women were seen as symbols of empowered middle-class femininity at this particular 

juncture in the nation’s history. The beauty queen with her “authentic Indian heart that 

pulses beneath the outer cloak of West’s body politic” (Parmeswaran 2004, 366) was a 

symbol for the middle-class “girl-next-door” to be upwardly mobile and dream big.  

                                                
7 From www.selectcitywalk.com; Accessed 1 June 2015 
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This figure of the “New Indian Woman” is very similar to the “South Delhi 

Woman” for whom my site of study was carefully designed and planned. As Sinha said 

(Personal Interview, 15 June, 2015): 

 

We defined South Delhi as one word, which describes South Delhi Woman: 
contradiction. She is contradiction. She is doing karva chauth and she is hitting 
the vodka lounge. She is carrying a Mont Blac and she’s got her pallo. She is 
rooted in tradition, but she is embracing modernity. That to us was the essence 
that we felt our mall has to have. 

 
 

This new “brand” of Indian woman (Sunder Rajan 1999 in Mankekar 2015, 125) 

as per the state and media supported discourses in the 1990s, had to be a “consuming 

subject.” This could not happen “without her sexualization as an actively desiring 

subject” (John 1998, 382). The constant reiteration of “contradiction” and “modern-yet-

traditional” as the two defining characteristics of the “New Indian Woman” reflects the 

need to make a sexualized desiring subject-position a “safe” and “comfortable” one in the 

contemporary narratives of heightened consumption induced utopia. As Radhika 

Parmeswaran points out in the framing of the aforementioned Indian beauty queen, “a 

woman who treasures her cultural heritage even as she masters practices of global 

culture” (2004, 336). The architectural space of the mall caters to the desire for a global 

lifestyle within which “Indianness” is performed and maintained. This is reflected in the 

mall’s celebration of traditional Hindu festivals along with Valentine’s Day. In many 

ways, this parallels what Ranjani Mazumdar has called the new “panoramic interior” of 
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the post 90s Bollywood film where conservative narratives were juxtaposed with 

modernist interiors and lavish set designs. 

  An important characteristic of this “New Indian Woman” was personal 

grooming and beauty. The arrival of Indian women on the global fashion map (as 

signaled by the beauty pageants) had to be reflected within the architectural space of the 

mall. This also coincided with two important developments in the visual culture of 

Bollywood films. The first was the beginning of the fetishization of the “gym body” in 

films in keeping with more global/westernized standards of beauty. Second, as mentioned 

before, interior design and sets (especially homes and workspaces) of affluent, upper 

class characters in films became high stylized, “virtual” spaces. Cinema became a virtual 

display window that promoted the myth of the new Indian urban lifestyle (Mazumdar, 

2007). The architecture of the mall in several ways was both a mirror and extension of 

these phenomena.  

               All brands and stores in the mall were carefully selected for the “South 

Delhi Woman.” Every inch of space was predetermined for specific brands and shops. 

This process is known as Tenant Mixing—completely new for an Indian mall in 2007. 

The malls that came prior to Select CityWalk would sell stores to whoever had the 

buying power. This was different—a very specific shopper is projected and then a wish 

list of brands is drawn up. Through strategic leasing, they are convinced to come to a pre-

determined space in the mall, as conceived in their architectural plans—“based on what 

you need and not what they are offering.” The motto was – “concentrate on women, 

fashion will find its way into our mall.” Select CityWalk therefore tried to become the 
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“beauty hotspot” of the country. Cosmetic brands like Mac, Clinique, Body Shop, Estee 

Laudier abounded because – “on beauty the South Delhi woman spends more than she 

earns, because she wants to look prettier.” I was also told that because they tend to be 

lighter skinned (because of their ethnic Punjabi origins)— all kinds of colors would suit 

her skin tone. The architects felt that the top three priorities for the South Delhi woman 

were—“beauty, kids and home, in that order.” Special attention was paid to ensure all the 

country’s children’s wear brands were in the mall, as well as those specializing in home 

décor, “since 2004 people have been partying in each other’s homes so they want to 

change the look very often.” Cross level visibilities were created to reduce obstructions 

(Pranay Sinha, Personal Interview, 15 June, 2015): 

…you automatically have people become more conscious of what they are 
wearing, more people like you coming to the mall, so you know that you will 
bump into somebody-- so you can’t just go to the mall like that. That will make 
them buy more clothes.  

 
        Immediately after identifying their primary clientele the mall builders 

devised a variety of safety and security measures that would encourage a certain class of 

women to come to Select CityWalk. They turned their attention to the car park in the 

mall’s basement, from where safety threats often tend to emanate. Believing that more 

women would come to the mall if they did not have to bring their drivers along, they put 

a clause in their contract with the car park security company that 30% of ushers have to 

be women to create “a car park which is inviting for women and where women see more 

women” (Pranay Sinha, Interview). Sinha went on to add that now the car park has over 

50% female employees (belonging to the lower middle class or working class service 
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populations). Fashion brand Allen Solly designed outfits for these car park employees in 

bright colors—“these became selling points for us when we went to a brand to take a 

store with us. These were the things that represented what we stand for.” They were also 

“paranoid about protecting their mall and their women shoppers”—and were the first 

ones to introduce sniffer dogs in their basement. In 2007 malls in India had 7-10 CCTV 

cameras, but Select CityWalk opened with 225. They even had RDX detectors, 

apparently before they came into the country. Several other security devices were 

embedded in the design like DVR detectors, facial recognition software, slip and fall 

detection and intelligent cameras. They also decided not to have benches in the mall’s 

open areas, as to not encourage boys from “sitting there and ogling at women.” 

         Select CityWalk has several acres of open space or what they call a “plaza” 

in front of the mall. This area was initially supposed to be a surface level car park much 

like several of Delhi’s other shopping districts. But the architects felt the need to create 

an open urban space to attract Delhi’s women (and hence families). The “plaza” was thus 

made into a landscape garden—“that became our anchor, people will come here because 

of vatavaran (environment), they’ll come here because it’s a nice open urban space. 

Where do you have that in Delhi?” (Sinha, Interview). This “open, urban space” was 

nonetheless totally barricaded and insulated. Several high-end coffee shops and 

restaurants face this plaza. It was the shopping center’s foyer. As Sinha said (Personal 

Interview, 15 June, 2015): 
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One of our objectives was to create not just shops, but to create energy. To create 
spirit, soul. And those are the most difficult things to create. Shops you can get 
someone to build. But the intangibles are the ones that are the most elusive. For 
us, the plaza was that. For us the plaza was a respectable anchor, it was a 
community space, it was an urban space, to us it was a Trafalgar Square. What is 
this thing that creates a busy energy when you go to open urban spaces? You got a 
food truck somewhere, you got coffee. People like watching people. Cafes will be 
open, so that the man is sitting in CBTL (Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf) and the 
woman is seeing that her husband is busy, he has met up with friends, I can shop 
some more. Or she is able to see that the maid and child and all of those people 
are sitting, I can shop some more. Everything was designed to make her 
comfortable so that she could shop more and we could take home a better return 
for the owners. 

 
 

Shilpa Malik, one of the few female architects working in India was the co-

architect of Select CityWalk. Responsible for the plaza, she ensured that it was green, 

filled with fountains and other water bodies that were human and children-scale. The 

plaza was supposed to attract children as a quasi-playground and in turn would bring their 

mothers to the mall. Parallels can be drawn between Select City Walk’s construction of 

the plaza and Friedberg’s (1993, 113) contentions of how the street is made safely distant 

inside the mall. She writes: 

Like the theme park, the mall is “imagineered” with maintenance and 
management techniques, keeping invisible the delivery bays or support systems, 
concealing the security guards and bouncers who control its entrances. The mall is 
a contemporary phantasmagoria, enforcing blindness to a range of urban blights—
the homeless, beggars, crime, traffic and even weather. The temperature-
controlled environment of the indoor mall defies seasons and regional 
environment, the presence of trees and large plants give the illusion of outdoors. 
The mall center creates a nostalgic image of the town center as a clean, safe, and 
legible place, but a peculiarly timeless place. 
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The mall visit is an entirely new activity in India—especially on weekends several 

hundreds of families, groups of young adults, married and unmarried couples make their 

way to the city malls to partake of its various pleasures: shopping, eating, air-

conditioning and also to see and be seen. The shopping malls provide a new kind of 

infrastructure to cinema exhibition in share a symbiotic relationship with the multiplex in 

India. It is intricately linked to an idea of a “civilized way of watching movies for an 

educated India,” and connected to technological progress. There is great emphasis on the 

heightened role of social media in spreading information about a space and film, and also 

the kind of new exhibition technologies offered by the multiplex in terms of sound, 

projection, seating, and online ticketing. However, such facilities and their enjoyment are 

based entirely on class and abilities to consume.  

                 As several scholars (Appadurai 1997; Fernandes 2006; Brosius 2010; 

Rai 2010) have posited, one of the predominant ideas that fuelled the post-90s moment of 

cultural globalization in India was of a “new middle class,” distinctly different from the 

“old middle class.” The growing visibility of the new middle classes, which constitute of 

almost 300 million people, is symptomatic of a “wider national political culture, one that 

has shifted from older ideologies of a state-managed economy to a middle class based 

culture of consumption” (Fernandes 2006, XV). “Middle-classness” is also a fuzzy and 

intangible category, but it underlines the importance of “taste” as a common cultural 

resource among these social groups (in Brosius 2010,14). Pierre Bourdieu’s classic thesis 

on what constitutes class is helpful here. He states that class is a cluster of individuals to 

take up a similar position in social space, determined by pedigree, symbolic, and financial 
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capital and class-consciousness. The metaphors floating in the media that defined the 

lifestyles and the general feeling of well-being fuelled by increased wealth of the new 

middle classes were “Indian Unbound,” “Indian Shining,” “Feeling Good” and “World-

Class.” Brosius argues that it is not only disposable income which facilitates the new 

middle classes subscribing to “world class” notions and defining their identities, but it is 

the aspiration to become a member of both a cosmopolitan and nationalist class of 

Indians that fuels the imaginary of the “global Indian.” It is related to a desire for 

visibility that translates into recognition and also displays of competence to handle 

cultural capital. The promise of a globalized Indian class as a category is imbibed with an 

equal promise of a good life. These aspirations and imaginations are given form in spaces 

like the mall and multiplex, but they fall back on retranslating older and ancient 

traditions, practices and cultural heritage based on caste and class (Brosius 2010, 327).               

         I argue that the creation of a “safe” space, “without drama and nuisance” 

however, is central to these ideas. Crucially, the Indian middle-class was also a moral 

category (Mankekar 1999). Besides financial security, this class was heavily concerned 

with preserving family honor and the sexual modesty of women. Therefore the desire to 

operate within a “safe space” was central of their ideological constructions as an Indian-

but-global consuming class. This resulted in “a particularly close watch on women’s 

bodies, movements, behavior, clothes, and speech patterns” (Mankekar 1999, 114). 

Elaborating on “safe space” of the mall and the multiplex, which is now often 

camouflaged as “convenient space,” , as Sinha said (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2015): 
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You are able to park your car comfortably, you are in an air-conditioned 
environment, you are able to snack during, before or after without having to break 
your heels on a broken pavement. So multiplex allows a person to come, park the 
scooter or car or take public transport and reach the mall, like you reach any other 
place. But once you enter the mall, you are in a safer zone, you are 
infrastructurally happier, you are able to watch your movie with the latest 
technology-- it’s all much better.  

 
Similarly, Vijay Kapoor, Business Development Officer of PVR spoke about 

“developing and changing consumer habits” in the country. He said (Personal Interview, 

16 June, 2016): 

The movie watching experience changes. You are watching a movie in a dingy 
environment and suddenly you find Italian marble and other shosha [Hindi 
colloquial term for glamor], with very secure, very safe, very hygienic place, you 
would love to. Why not?  People get addicted. I know few of my properties in 
Delhi, people come from Jalandhar and Lucknow to watch movies. That’s an 
experience. That’s how you change. 

 

The Politics of Dirt and Hygiene 
 

       These 3 pillars: hygiene, safety and security that repeatedly came up in the 

course of my research, have historically been ensconced within both the colonial ideas of 

“native filth” and the politics of gender, class and caste in India. Dipesh Chakravarty 

(1992) has written about how the European concepts “public” and “private” were 

constantly challenged by the ways in which Indians used open space. The “outside” and 

the bazaar were associated with dirt and disorder. Chakravarty (541) writes that 

European travellers were frequently appalled by the filth of the roads, the marketplaces, 

the crowed and noisy lanes, the abundance of stray animals which:  
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all worked together to produce the effect of a nightmare: the whole seems more 
like some strange phantasmagoria, the imagery of a hideous magic lantern or a 
bewildered dream, than a sober, waking reality. To this Indian ‘chaos’ was 
opposed the immaculate ‘order’ of the European quarters with their ‘pleasant 
squares’, ‘white buildings with their pillared verandas’ and ‘graceful foliage’ lent 
to European eyes a ‘fairy-like loveliness’ to the ‘whole scene’…  

 
These “orientalist” ideas are strikingly close to the ways in which the mall distinguishes 

itself from the filth and the chaos “outside.” The mall is conceived as an oasis in the 

middle of omnipresent dirt and disorder. As Sinha (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2015) 

said: 

If we had to interface and interact (with the lower-middle class population across 
the road) we would have had to become like them. Be as crappy as they are, in 
terms of quality of urban space. We had to contrast them. We tried very hard with 
the government to bring about change in the vicinity but we weren’t successful 
with that. It’s very sad that our urban environment functions the way it does -- 
despite that we have been able to create a little oasis over here which gives people 
a break. On Sunday evening, much as it takes you half n’ hour to reach from one 
end of the road to the other, you would want to go to City Walk, meet a few 
friends, have a coffee, have a beer-- just chill. Your daughter buys a balloon, you 
buy a snack for tomorrow for office, you do a little bit of grocery shopping--- you 
buy your eggs, and bread and cheese, buy Espresso pods from Modern Bazaar, 
you go to Harry’s and have a cocktail, watch a movie…  

 
There were also strong associations with gender, class, and caste. In India, home 

was also the repository of nationalist culture, and specifically, “Indian women’s location 

in the women’s part of the house [became] the symbol of what is sacred and private for 

Indian nationalist culture” (Grewal 1996, 49 in Morley 2000, 66). Similarly, Partha 

Chatterjee (1993, 147) posits that the home was not the tangential but the primary site 

from where the project of Indian nationalism was launched. How is the physical space of 

the home defined? Unsurprisingly, anxieties around dirt and the proper maintenance of 
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hygiene reign supreme. Household waste or the “dirt” that goes outside the Indian home 

marks the boundary between the “inside” and the “outside.” Within the domestic space, 

the role of the woman of the house was gendered in a variety of ways. The emphasis on 

cleanliness of the domestic space was one prominent aspect. The politics of dirt and 

dirtiness takes on special significations when related to women,  “as housewives of the 

world, women are expected to the epitome of cleanliness themselves” (Morley 2000, 70). 

            This is congruous with discourses around gender and its associations with 

“dirt” in the Western context. Scholars have discussed the construction of the femininity 

of the middle-class housewife in America as being defined through the category of dirt 

and how women manage dirt (Palmer 1989; Ward 1992, in Morley 2000, 78). Likewise 

in India, it is more than just the cordoning off of a hygienic space that is kept clean, but 

the practice of cleansing the home has traditional associations with the auspicious 

qualities of mistress of the home. These acts of “auspiciousness,” i.e. cleaning the 

household and throwing out waste is also associated with protecting one’s habitat from 

the malevolence of the “outside” (Chakravarty 1992, 542). Chakravarty goes on to 

underline the crucial place of Indian Hindu women in these ritual acts of “purification”: 

As ‘outsiders’ who have been received into the bosom of the patrilineal and 
patriarchal family, women are particularly subject to the rituals of auspiciousness. 
They are the cultural performance through which this everyday ‘inside’ is both 
protected and enclosed.  

 
            This “household” that Chakravarty describes is the upper caste Hindu 

household. Lower castes were generally assigned the task of picking up refuse produced 

by upper caste households. In the United States, for instance, historically, the woman’s 
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ability to hire servants to manage dirt in the household made her more ladylike and 

feminine, “while the unfeminine connotations of dirt had to be absorbed by the body of 

the servant” (Mertes 1992, 70 in Morley, 78). The ideal situation for the housewife was to 

be able to get rid of the dirt without having to touch it herself. Importantly, Anders Linde-

Laursen (1993, 278-29 in Morley, 79) notes the development of the concerns around 

hygiene from the end of the nineteenth century in the West was centered on efforts to 

prevent contamination of the physical environment through foreign bodies or improper 

intermingling of substances. The figure of the housewife was responsible for executing 

this project at the local level: she was the “little chemist,” “since she is concerned with 

clean and unclean, order and disorder, the housewife’s work to achieve cleanliness at the 

same time concerns identity: she becomes the person who draws the boundaries that are 

the basis of identity” (Ibid). 

          Sudipto Kaviraj (1997) has elaborated on similar practices in the Indian 

context. While the ability to maintain proper standards of hygiene had class connotations 

America, in India they were strongly tied to the notion of caste, a social category created 

primarily on ideas of purity and impurity. Kaviraj says that British writers were often 

confused with the dichotomies of Indian upper caste life: the Brahmin was obsessed with 

personal cleanliness but entirely indifferent to the filth in his environment (outside the 

home). Kaviraj posits that this was because Indian and European ideas of cleanliness and 

hygiene were very different: in India, the practices of hygiene marked the difference 

between what was considered one’s own and what was not. The Brahmin household was 

swept and scrubbed several times through the day (much like the contemporary mall and 
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multiplex). In the evening, the women of the household would light an auspicious lamp 

signalling the purity of the interior and their strong symbolic connection to it. Cleaning 

and religiosity was deeply entwined in the upper-caste household. Garbage, usually 

dumped right outside the house, was thrown more over a “conceptual boundary,” rather 

than a place that would not affect the general hygiene and well being of the household.  

 

             It is this recreation of the traditional interior/a clean and pristine “home” 

that the mall has successfully brought about, by placing the woman in the center of it (as 

was always the typical practice), and speaking in a language of consumption infused 

utopia. The mall sought to present itself as a space acceptable to the upper class and caste 

woman, by designing pollution free, polished environments that are constantly 

maintained through lower class/caste labor. As per tradition, there is little concern for the 

street “outside” as it is not considered “one’s own.” For instance, one of the main 

concerns that plagued the Indian middle-classes about sharing space in the single-screen 

cinema was the inherently “unhygienic” nature of the place, precisely because these 

cinemas were not enclosed spaces but almost extensions of the street, populated by all 

classes. This anxiety around hygiene was often expressed through the condition of the 

bathroom, deemed unfit for usage by “respectable” women. As Nitin Govil (2015,136) 

writes: 

…the Indian multiplexes’ pristine public restrooms invite the consumer to identify 
cinema as another space of social exclusion, based on a propriety founded on the 
divisions of class and caste. Here the “public” restroom is a kind of utopian space, 
off-limits to the lower classes, except perhaps for the janitor who is responsible 
for the sparkle. The multiplex toilet elides the form of “degraded” urban 
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experience deemed antithetical to the project of the newly globalized Third World 
City. Simultaneously of the city and outside the city, the multiplex’s public 
restroom is a strange kind of oasis, a denial of alterity that threatens to 
contaminate the global city from within. Enveloped in the multiplex’s antiseptic 
confines—its smooth, white functionalism—the spectator can fantasize however 
briefly, on the joys of middle-class consumption even as he or she produces 
waste. 

 
What emerges is a strong gendered dimension to the cleanliness of the toilet: the 

malltiplex can only be an inviting space for women if they can make mental connections 

between the cleanliness of the “inside” (household) and a “public” bathroom that 

constantly maintains its sheen through the constant and quiet presence of a female janitor 

to cleans it at frequent intervals through the day. Ranjan Singh, the Publicity Manager for 

a new Bollywood production house, Phantom Films, known for primarily their 

“multiplex films” shared the following anecdote with me (Personal Interview, 10 July, 

2014): In 1994, three years before India had its first multiplex, and at a time when the 

Bombay film industry had lost its audiences to television and VCRs, the makers of the 

blockbuster family film Hum Apke Hai Kaun (Who am I to you? Sooraj Barjatya, 1994), 

toured several single-screens across the country. They particularly paid attention to 

cleaning up public bathrooms in the single-screen cinemas. This was a film meant for 

female and family audiences and they could not be enticed to come repeatedly to watch 

this film without attention to hygiene. In the next section, I look at how constant 

reassurances of physical and emotional safety are embedded in the built environment of 

the multiplex. 
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A REASSURING STAFF: APPEARANCE, TRAINING AND THE “HUMAN TOUCH” 

 
              Safety and security were almost always seen as threats emanated from 

the outside. In fact, PVR has a specific set of indexes for determining where to build their 

multiplexes, most of which center around their notions of “safe space.” The three 

questions that their theater building strategy rests upon are: “When do I have to be in a 

city? Then, where do I have to be? And, what do I want to build?” (Vijay Kapoor, 

Business Development Head, PVR Cinemas, Personal Interview, 16 June, 2016). There 

are certain criteria that the city needs to fulfill. According to Mr Vijay Kapoor: 

how do I chose a city is not only based on the city population. City population can 
be much more in Bhagalpur and Bihar for example: they may have 5 million 
people. But for me it is zilch, because they don’t have the spending habits, rowdy 
behavior, uncertain political climate so on and so forth. So when I would like to 
see a city, I would like to see a city, which even if it has 1 million population, 
then that population is conducive to watching movies in a particular way. 

So the questions I will ask are: whether that city has a stable political 
environment, is it safe for the customer to visit. For example, if someone tells me 
to open a cinema in Aligarh, I would resist. So much of communal riots and this 
and that. I don’t want to go into those places [Emphasis added]. 

 
 

Vikas Sabharwal, Vice President, Architecture and Design at PVR Cinemas 

further explained the demography of a particular place is studied in order to answer the 

primary question: “are the people culturally ready for a multiplex?” (Personal Interview, 

16 July, 2016). After a cinema is built is in a geographical location perceived to be “risk-

free,” every effort is made to ensure that the audiences feel “reassured.” This is done both 
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through the architectonics and the way the staff is trained to operate in the space. As Mr. 

Sabharwal explained:  

The moment they (audiences) enter inside, we have movie information on one 
side and a clock on the other so that they can check the time. People in India still 
need reassurance. Despite all the halls being clearly marked with the name of the 
show and the timings, many people still ask about the next show and whether they 
are at the right place at the right time. We try to give them that reassurance 
through the presence of various people around the hall. One has to understand that 
the experience you are referring to is not just about the set-up, but in also making 
the set-up work for the customer and make him feel comfortable. We offer a 
service rather than a product, and the human touch is still very important in the 
Indian context. 

 

           Along with the “human touch,” a reassurance of safety and cleanliness is 

provided through a careful interplay of bright and dim lighting and careful staff training. 

Angneet Kumar, Chief Architect of PVR highlighted the following aspects (Personal 

Interview, June 20th, 2016): 

What we can do as an operator and an exhibitor to ensure that all the spaces are 
brightly lit and happy spaces and you know you have a lot of action happening 
around. You have ushers everywhere, staff that is welcoming and hospitality 
driven; you have a lot of security and CCTV cameras and all of that. So we are 
providing an infrastructure which is bright, safe, well occupied, action packed and 
since it's a multiplex the ticket prices are more-- so you generally don’t have 
nuisance creators walking in because nobody wants to pay a 300 buck ticket as 
opposed to a 50 buck ticket that you end up paying to a single screen. So the 
demography of people, the profile of people completely changes, so we keep 
ourselves branded to a certain section of society where we do not want to invite 
nuisance creators.  

 
     Staff training, conduct and behavior are crucial to the corporate construction of 

“safe space” and these employees are also responsible for maintaining certain standards 

of hygiene. According to their Brand Book: 
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Our goal as a company is to have customer service that is not just the best but 
legendary. And to that effect we never stop innovating. You will experience it in 
everything around. From our exclusively trained and immaculately turned staff to 
our extremely engaging customer relations program, every detail is tuned to the 
highest degree. 

 
The PVR Cinemas Employee Manual has a section for its staff called ‘Do and Don’ts at 

the Cinema Location’. These are prominently displayed in several locations in the PVR 

corporate offices. 

 

Do’s 

 

Perform to the best your abilities to achieve customer delight  

Work as a team always 

Drive innovation your organization to achieve business excellence 

Treat everyone with respect and honor, be it your patrons, colleagues, vendors, 
government authorizes or any other you come across 

Greet patrons will a smile, giving a human touch to delight them at every 
occasion. 

Go beyond the call of duty to provide a safe and secure environment to patrons. 

 

Don’ts 

Serious offences which can lead to termination of your employment 

Ignoring or compromise on safety and security standards 

Indulging in financial malpractices or theft 

Disrespecting women colleagues 
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Using drugs/alcohol or any other intoxicating substances. 

Carrying any lethal weapons, arms, or inflammable or other prohibited articles 
within the unit. 

Lose calm & composure, or display undesired behavior (verbal/physical) with a 
fellow colleague or any other stakeholder, including agitated customer. 

 
 

As these guidelines clearly indicate, safety and security as construed through non- 

threatening behavioral cues like smiling, calmness and composure on the part of the PVR 

Cinema employees (those who work directly at the site of the multiplex) is paramount. 

“Customer Delight,” according to the Human Resources head of the company is defined 

as “above happiness” (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2016). The induction and training 

process for ushers at PVR is an intensive one. There is a two-tier induction process 

lasting over a couple of days. The first happens at the corporate company level and the 

second at the site-specific cinema. Recruitment is made through employee referral 

schemes, newspaper advertisements and campus interviews. The primary recruitment in 

the company happens at the level of employees who work at the multiplex cinema: at 

“customer touch points” like ticketing personnel, ushers and those employed at the food 

counters. Each PVR Cinema, depending on location and size, has on an average of 75-

100 employees.  This is spread out across five departments: Enterprise Service Provider 

(ESP), Housekeeping, Food and Beverage, Engineering (including projectionist and 

sound personnel) and Security. This kind of specialized corporate vocabulary for a 

cinema hall reminiscent of a hotel is completely new in the Indian context. Single-screen 
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cinemas were owned and operated by several male members of the same family across 

generations. 

             The new employee has to attend several sessions where the vision of the 

company and its methods are explained. They are also trained to handle the different 

aspects of cinema going at PVR, from ticketing to hospitality. This is often referred to as  

“behavioral training” (Personal Interview, Agneet Kumar, 20 June, 2016). Ushers at PVR 

are also trained to handle medical emergencies and how to give basic medical aid to a 

patron, besides being given a specific set of guidelines to handle a violent or rogue 

audience member. Finally, they are also instructed on “how to use the staffrooms, the 

washrooms and how you have to present yourself in terms of looks” [Emphasis added]. 

             Sara Dickey (1999) has studied the relationships between gender, 

domestic labor and private/public space in the upper-and-middle-class Indian households. 

The presence of servants (domestic workers/labor) in these households in India is a 

crucial symbol of status. However, the class and gender anxieties surrounding the hiring 

and proper management of this domestic labor, in terms of behavior, appearance and 

training present us with some striking parallels with the corporate management and 

training given to the PVR staff at the site of the cinema. As Dickey notes, the cleanliness 

of the domestic worker is of paramount importance to the employer. This economy of 

domestic labor is also heavily gendered: it is the upper-class women who pick and 

employ lower-class women to perform household duties. Household work, across caste 

and class in India, is primarily seen as the woman’s domain. The upper-class woman, 

responsible for maintaining the boundaries of inside and outside space, is deemed to be 
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the best judge of the essential qualities of the “good” domestic worker. Cleanliness is 

determined by the way the domestic worker presents herself physically in terms of dress 

and “neatness.”  

The second criterion for employment is honesty, in terms of theft. And finally, the 

least importance is given to the quality of domestic work provided. Dickey’s work shows 

that the concept of “neatness” manifested most prominently in the way hair is managed 

and attire is draped. This is directly associated with how cleanly the domestic worker will 

carry out her work, and keep the employers' family healthy. Other concerns regarding 

“improper” domestic workers includes excessive talking and butting into family 

conversations at the employer's home. The servants also must not be deluded into 

thinking they are indispensable by giving them too much “place” in the household 

(Dickey 1999, 474). Most importantly, badly groomed servants reflect badly on those 

who employ them. As Dickey writes (1999, 475) “the cleanliness of all those in the 

household is crucial to the image that middle-and-upper-class people want to project of 

proper selves and homes.” Another dangerous zone is the unsupervised flow of “lower-

class” culture, which includes language, taste and manners. Upper class children, who are 

still malleable and vulnerable to these influences, are often “protected” from too much 

intermingling with the children of their domestic workers. The offspring of the servants 

were often seen as “dirty and unsuitable playmates for their own children” (Dickey 1999, 

474). Comparable to this is PVR’s insistence of personal hygiene and orderly 

presentation of their staff in terms of uniforms and attire, a calm and often-invisible 

presence, and the ability to speak in English (which has importance connotations of class 
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and privilege in India) and the maintenance of an overall language and manner familiar to 

their upper-and-middle-class patrons.  

         However, within the space of the household, it is also necessary that 

outsiders and guests are able to distinguish between servants and employees. Servants 

therefore cannot dress too similarly to the employer, despite the prerequisite for 

cleanliness in appearance (Dickey, 1999). This balancing of relationships between the 

inside and the outside through the conduct of the domestic labor presents reveals a host of 

tensions about the regulation of space. While servants must be similar to employers in 

terms of proper hygiene but not too similar- they must never have access to the 

household's most private spaces thus marking their essential differences, “if they are 

made reassuringly similar without being given too much place, the disorder of the outside 

can be safely incorporated into the order of the middle-and-upper-class home” (Dickey 

1999, 481).         

               Keeping in mind that their primarily clientele belongs to the middle-and-

upper-middle class home, one significant way in which the multiplex incorporates this 

“safe similarity” and reassurance in their space is by employing women for specific tasks. 

Women are often employed to handle front-end jobs like ticketing because “because they 

are most hospitality driven, they are more warm, they are more welcoming.” The 

presence of female staff in a single-screen cinema in India was almost unheard of. This 

organization of gendered labor speaks to the carefully regulated internal space of the 

upper-and-middle-class household in India. Men and women play different roles in 

maintaining class status. While men contribute through financial security and the prestige 
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of a “respectable” occupation women control the “symbolic aspects of the domestic 

realm-- the home and its appearance; the health of family members; their educational 

achievement, manners, and other cultural practices of household members; as well as the 

physical reproduction of the family. The home is central to the construction of class 

identity and difference, and women hold primary responsibility for this” (Dickey 1999, 

482). Thus while the multiplexes’ employ women in the cinema a mark of progress by 

making them prominent in a space traditionally staffed only by men, this corporate 

structure of employment still follows the traditional gender roles of the middle-class 

family. Women employees make the symbolic space of the multiplex a safe site: a space 

that is manned by a well mannered, polite staff just adequately (but not excessively) 

similar to their patrons. The cultural production of class-identity in a privatized public 

space (in terms of both the multiplex staff and female audiences) therefore remains the 

woman’s responsibility.  

          The entire machinery is meant to operate seamlessly and invisibly. In the 

course of my research, most members of PVR Cinemas constantly reiterated that safety 

and security of their patrons was their first priority. It was also inconceivable for an  

“unclean” place to be secure. Therefore the importance given to order, neatness and 

cleanliness in the physical appearance of the staff is meant to be a symbol of the 

cleanliness and safety of the multiplex. No baggage is permitted inside the multiplex and 

this is where the mall and multiplex security measures part ways. The mall celebrates a 

visual display of shopping bags, while the multiplex eschews it. They explicitly state that 

they do not their audiences to check under the seats for a possible bomb threat, “therefore 
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we don’t permit any baggage into our premises, including mental baggage” (A.K Gulati, 

Security Head, PVR Cinemas, Personal Interview, 6 July, 2016). As I will elaborate in 

Chapter 3, the “leaving behind” of all baggage and entering the cinema hall in a “free” 

and “safe” state of mind is essential to the creation of a movie-as-vacation “moviecation” 

experience where all pyschogeographic uneasiness is transferred to the space/site of the 

multiplex film. Dirt, disorder, miscegenation, and the unregulated flows between the 

spaces of the outside and inside are all eliminated from the physical space of the 

multiplex.  

            All fabrics used in the multiplex cinema are fire resistant and all exit and 

evacuation points are prominently displayed at the beginning of the film. If there is the 

slightest possibility of a threat, the PVR Cinema staff is trained to get the audiences out 

in an organized way. As Gulati, former Indian army officer and the Security Head 

pointed out (Personal Interview, 6 July, 2016): 

The public has to realize that their safety is in cooperating with the PVR Staff. 
You shouldn’t start resisting the staff. When you are asked to do something, 
please follow it unquestionably. We won’t reveal what the emergency is, so as to 
avoid panic. 

 

Mr. Gulati was not keen to reveal details about surveillance, “the lesser you know the 

better” but he did concede that except the auditorium, bathrooms and staff changing 

rooms, the entire cinema was under heavy surveillance. There are signs everywhere that 

say, “You are on CCTV camera. Smile!” A careful balance of privacy, entertainment and 

security is always maintained. The PVR staff is also asked to make constant eye contact 
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to observe their patrons. If somebody is found to be “suspicious” or “jittery,” the cinema 

manager is immediately informed. It was possible that a “suspicious” person maybe 

quietly watched by 2-3 people at the cinema. The PVR Staff also participates in skit 

plays, acting out different security threats (fire, earthquake, bomb blast, sexual 

harassment) and how they would handle such things. Since class and caste barriers were 

already imposed to keep out “nuisance creators” and class status was seen as a key 

prerequisite for ‘proper’ behavior, I was curious to know the why such extensive security 

measures were needed. According to Gulati, the bigger the brand gets the larger the 

safety threat. As a comparison, he talked about the 2008 attacks on the Taj Palace hotel in 

Mumbai, which is “not a low end place at all.” 

THE POLITICS OF RISK 
 

The key elements of spatial organization of the mall are geared to minimize any 

possibilities of “chance” or “risk” –the key element to the excitement and fears 

traditionally associated with the socio-politics of the space of the bazaar in India (see 

Chakravarty 2002). The primary concern of multiplex designers is to anticipate how 

patrons will inhabit the building (Athique and Hill 2010, 129). Similarly, Phil Hubbard 

(2003) has argued that purpose of the multiplex interior is to put customers at ease, it is 

meant to be a non-threatening space for leisure. Yet, there is an effort on the part of the 

mall to give Indian patrons something familiar from their older patterns of shopping and 

consumption, but without the risks associated with public space. Hence, there is great 

emphasis “cultural tastes” of the locality/city/neighborhood where the mall is built. 
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         The earliest multiplexes in Delhi (and in India) were standalone theaters, not 

inside malls. These were PVR Anupam and PVR Priya, both located in posh South Delhi 

neighborhoods. Priya Cinema, which eventually became one of the first multiplexes was 

owned by the Bijli family that now heads PVR Cinemas. The company now looks upon 

these cinemas (still functioning and internally known as their $2 cinemas) as examples of 

what to avoid. These were located in Delhi’s old commercial community centers, a 

cluster of shops and restaurants around a cinema. These were known as “district centers” 

(as elaborated in the Introduction). Now, PVR recognizes its relationship with the mall as 

critical. This is because the elimination of risks inside the theater are doubly ensured by 

the dual functioning of the mall-multiplex security and the easy transition of people from 

being inside the mall to the multiplex—a totally uniform environment. There is also an 

overall consensus that in these standalone multiplexes, PVR does not have complete 

control over security, because they cannot control the “outside.” The walls of the cinema 

are not completely insulated by being side the mall and that has made these cinemas 

subject to the possibilities of greater risk. 

             Athique and Hill (2010) have talked about the different ways in which the 

spatial politics of the multiplex ensures that it is a safe space. The multiplex lobby is one 

of the biggest markers that distinguish it from earlier single-screens. The highly visible 

security at entrances is meant to ensure clienteles that there will be no unregulated 

behavior or unanticipated mixing with “undesirable elements of society.” 

Simultaneously, it also reinforces social exclusivity and class privilege (135). Finally, 
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customer flows are regulated in the mall and multiplex so that the place does not seem 

overcrowded and threatening at any point in the day (2010, 159): 

…the crowd formed by the audience is absorbed into the building itself and is 
no longer a potential mob occupying a public space, but instead comprises a 
steady flow of consumers moving effortlessly and individually in private, 
commercial space. 

 
PVR Cinemas follows a model that is meant to reflect some of what their 

audiences are already familiar with. While the brand essence will remain the same, each 

PVR will be architecturally designed according to the customer-base it targets and 

assumptions about their habits, likes and dislikes. Vikas Sabharwal from PVR’s 

architecture and planning department explained (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2016): 

We have to take into account the customer’s culture, and even such things as the 
food menu and the color palette are decided based on that. For instance, the Food 
and Beverages team had to struggle a lot in Bombay where the general practice 
has been to allow hawkers inside the foyer and let them sell Batata Vadas and 
even pasta. The people in Bombay wanted that. We couldn’t change them, so we 
had to change to suit their tastes. For the color palettes, jarring colors like oranges 
and gold and deep reds were what people wanted in the South, unlike say in 
Gurgaon where people like muted and understated colors. 

 
One of their brand philosophies, according to Chief Architect, Agneet Kumar, is 

to redefine design trends in India. There is an effort to avoid the continuation of design 

language across different PVR cinemas. They standardize across factors like seating, 

toilets, ticketing etc. but interior design of each cinema is meant to reflect the “kind of 

crowd that is coming in.” PVR’s internal system of urban gradation among the crowd 

refers only to middle-classes and is in no way meant to accommodate lower or working 

class populations. Thus, cinemas in IT heavy suburban spaces in the city like Gurgaon, 
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populated by ‘DINKS’ (double-income no kids) married couples will differ from cinemas 

in Delhi’s older affluent neighborhoods in terms of interiors: colors, wall art, the number 

of screens, the depth of the cinema, the timing of the shows, the number of security 

personnel etc. Yet, there are certain idiosyncrasies of the Indian audiences that even the 

multiplex with their strict behavioral regulations has had to concede to. One of these is 

the devotion to the male star, especially in South India. Certain PVR cinemas in Tamil 

Nadu, where superstar Rajnikant enjoys god-like stature have designated a space in the 

hall where fans can come and perform ritualistic pujas with incense sticks (typical in 

single-screens). When asked how such behavior is conducive to the kind of movie-

watching environment built by PVR, Vijay Kapoor, the head of Business Development 

said (Personal Interview, 6 July, 2016): 

No it’s okay for us. See you can’t hurt the audience. India is a very sensitive 
market. You have to respect the sensitivity and sensibility of everybody. So we 
have dedicated a space: this is where you can go and do your puja with your 
incense sticks. You can’t be insensitive to the people’s feelings. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

            This chapter suggests that by foregrounding gender into their spatial 

design, the malltiplex has recast old and familiar anxieties about “hygiene” and “safety” 

into spectacularized “safe” spaces. In the case of the multiplex, which aims to package 

going-to-the-cinema as a total event, often greater than but also including the film itself, 

the careful manufacture of a gendered spatial design is paramount. It is only within 

certain recognizable coordinates of safe space that this event can be experienced. This 
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chapter maps the cartography of the architectures of the “inside” and “outside” of the 

mall and the multiplex and shows how they are inter-connected with the spatial politics of 

the traditional upper-caste Hindu household in India, both in terms of symbolic space and 

recruitment and division of labor. The traditional and conservative associations of women 

with auspiciousness and cleanliness and the cultural reproduction of class identity and 

difference are maintained. Specifically, “dirt” and “hygiene” as categories in India have 

always been deeply connected to religion, caste, class and gender. The multiplex is thus 

able to recast all its space as an experiential and architectural event and by successfully 

spectacularizing ideas long imbibed and practiced by the Indian elite. The co-existence of 

the mall and the multiplex as a coherent unit is also key to their mutual lives as machines 

run on the logic of consumption by women: also the primary socio-economic and 

political development in post-liberalization India. PVR Cinemas constantly pre-empts the 

nature of spatial anxiety that may haunt its clientele by championing reinvention as a 

hallmark of celebration and progress into the very premise of their corporate logic. As I 

will show in Chapter 3, the “multiplex film” (object) in its narrative content, form, and 

design is a significant aspect of this architectural event and an event in itself. In this era 

of light space and glassy surfaces, it is the multiplex film that fulfils middle-class urban 

desires of looking into another world full of dangerous thrills, as long as it shielded in a 

hygienic safe space. In PVR’s own words, “Take a 3 hour moviecation! Great sights. 

Great food. Great Ambience. All the ingredients for a perfect moviecation.” 
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Chapter 3: Architectures of the Unhomely: The Delhi “Multiplex Film”8  

 
In this chapter, I look at the arrival of a new genre in Hindi Cinema—the 

“multiplex film”—and its relationship to the architecture, aesthetics, and spatial politics 

of the mall and the multiplex theater. Within this larger genre, I have delineated the 

recent emergence of a cluster of films that are specifically located in Delhi and comment 

on the peculiar nature of urban space in the capital, especially post globalization. Crucial 

to this Delhi subgenre is the question of everyday gendered violence in the city which has 

long plagued the capital but become a dominant part of public discourse after the brutal 

gang rape and murder of Jyoti Singh on 16 December, 20129. This incident made 

headlines worldwide, leading to a public outcry on women’s safety and rights in India 

and especially in the infamous “rape capital” Delhi. Through a close reading of three 

recent Delhi multiplex films—Pink (Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury, 2016), NH10 (Navdeep 

Singh, 2015) and Dev D (Anurag Kashyap, 2009), I look at the changing nature of 

representation of gender and violence in Hindi Cinema.  

I have specifically chosen these three films as my case studies for the following 

reasons: first, they were released only in urban multiplexes for a niche audience and did 

not have any major male stars. The presence of one or more A-list male stars is a 

prerequisite that determines the status of the film as “multiplex” or “single-screen” in 

                                                
8 Parts of this chapter have been published in Feminist Media Studies (2017, online first) as “Rape Culture, 
misogyny and urban anxiety in NH10 and Pink.” 
9 On 16 December, 2012, a 23-year-old physiotherapy student Jyoti Singh Pandey and her male friend 
accidentally boarded a wrong bus, which was being driven by six joyriders including a juvenile. Jyoti Singh 
was subsequently gang-raped, tortured, and beaten by these six men and succumbed to her injuries eleven 
days later in a hospital in Singapore.  
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India’s current film exhibition scenario. Second, all of their narratives center on the 

acutely gendered dimensions of private/public life in India. Third, all of them are 

concerned with the peculiar anxieties and predicaments that haunt present-day Delhi, 

often inserting in the narrative references to actual incidences of violence that have 

occurred in the city in the last decade. In foregrounding a realistic-aesthetic these films 

also draws upon the contemporary culture of the reality spectacle. Moinak Biswas (in 

Jyotsna Kapur 2009, 162) has discussed the “reality effect” which is essentially an 

aesthetic of immediacy directly inspired by television’s obsession with the contemporary. 

Kapur (2009, 162-163) traces the arrival of the genre of the “conspiracy thriller” in 

neoliberal India and argues that unlike live television, where anything can happen, 

cinema is a more controlled rendition of the event, giving it “closure.” As she writes, 

“close readings of cinematic texts can, therefore, offer significant insights into ideology 

because closure domesticates the event into social relations of power.” As I show below, 

the aesthetic site of the mall and the multiplex forms the perfect foil within which a 

multiplex audience can re-encounter these traumatic events and safely subjectivize them. 

While the films I discuss here do not explicitly draw upon a singular urban event in the 

city, in several ways, they allude not only to the gruesome events of 16 December (NH10 

and Pink) but also draw upon widespread incidences of random rage related deaths and 

murders in the city, molestations, harassments, kidnappings, accidents and media 

scandals (Dev D). Together my case studies consciously comment on the larger, and 

acute urban crisis that has spread which cannot be contained within a singular event. In 

using this form of the realistic-aesthetic where several small and big events collapse into 
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the creation of a palpable anxious landscape on screen these films intend to exhibit the all 

familiar and disquieting experience of being female in the city.  

NH10 is the story of an upper-class insular couple that lives and works in 

suburban Delhi and decides to take a road trip to the neighboring mostly rural state of 

Haryana. This trip goes horribly wrong as their plans unravel quickly when they 

encounter the world outside their closeted lives. Pink focuses on the aftermath of an 

incidence of sexual harassment where a group of men stalk and harass a group of three 

female friends who are known to them. While NH10 broadly belongs to the relatively 

unexplored genres of the road-trip-gone-wrong horror film in India, Pink reworks one of 

the most familiar narrative tropes of Hindi Cinema: the courtroom drama. Finally, Dev D, 

is an adaptation of Devdas which in turn is a film that is an oft-cited example of the 

narrative structures, ideologies, melodramatic codes, and gender in Hindi cinema, both 

before and after Bollywood. Devdas has been made eight times in since the 1950s. In the 

multiplex remake, the film radically breaks with tradition especially in its interpretations 

of the characters of the girlfriend/wife, the courtesan, and the melodramatic romantic 

hero and provides a thoroughly multiplex reading of a mainstream classic. 

I argue that these films present a markedly different ideology and sensibility in 

both form and content, thereby significantly revising the previous narrative codes of 

Hindi Cinema. Crucially, they are made for the “multiplex audience”—an upper-class, 

English-speaking, elite, globalized audience that is more receptive this kind of new, 

disturbing cinema. It is also assumed that these audiences are well versed in the ways in 

which the English language press has framed and shaped the discourse around rape and 
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violence against women in the city. Finally, I suggest that the spatial politics of the 

multiplex based on its creation of an exclusive private space, security, small seating 

capacities, bright lighting, crowd control, spectacular architecture, and technological 

marvels are essential to making these films safely palatable for middle and upper-class 

audiences. These safe pleasures and anxieties created by the environment of the 

malltiplex are markedly different from the pleasures of the large 1000-seater single-

screen theaters—spaces saturated with rampant fears of the unpredictable. 

This chapter consists of three sections. The first section highlights the significance 

of the rise of the subgenre of the Delhi film in the context of the media-saturated capital’s 

rapid, uneven and traumatic globalization after the 1990s. It provides a close analysis of 

three recent Delhi films (NH10, Pink, and Dev D) to show how they have addressed 

urban anxiety and the present psychopathology of the city as being intricately linked to 

the figure of the middle-class woman. The second section looks the key ways in which 

the multiplex film presents significant deviations from the narrative structures, 

ideologies, and representations of gender in popular Hindi cinema and provides a brief 

review of how genre and film style has been traditionally understood in popular Indian 

cinema. The third section draws on the notions of the “uncanny” and the postcolonial  

“unhomely” to look at how these filmic spaces intersect with the exhibition space of the 

multiplex. Combining primary interviews with directors and producers in the Bombay 

film industry with a close textual and discursive analysis of the films and their peculiar 

relationship to the multiplex theater, I suggest that the “dark” spaces of the new 
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“multiplex film” is critically dependent on the carefully constructed “light” spaces of the 

multiplex. 

THE RISE OF THE DELHI  “MULTIPLEX FILM” 

 
                Among the 80 or so “multiplex films” (discussed in the introduction and 

section 2 of this chapter) in the last decade (2006-2016), around 30 films can be classified 

as Delhi films—marking the rise of a significant new subgenre of the “multiplex film.” 

Examples of these films include Khosla Ka Ghosla (Mr. Khosla's House, Dibakar 

Banerjee, 2006), Delhi-6 (Rakesh Omprakash Mehra, 2009), Oye, Lucky, Lucky Oye! 

(Hey Lucky!, Dibakar Banerjee, 2009), Dev D (Anurag Kashyap, 2009), Love Sex aur 

Dhoka (Love, Sex and Betrayal, Dibakar Banerjee, 2010), Band Bajaa Baraat (Bands, 

Horns and Revelry, Maneesh Sharma, 2010), Do Dooni Char (Two times Four, Habib 

Faisal, 2010), Delhi Belly (Abhinay Deo, 2011), Vicky Donor (Shoojit Sircar, 2012), B.A 

Pass (Ajay Bahl, 2012), Fukrey (Wastrels, 2013), NH10 (Navdeep Singh, 2014), Titli 

(Butterfly, Kanu Behl, 2015), Pink (Annirudha Roy Chowdhury, 2016) etc. This is 

entirely new—the city of Delhi as a character and an urban space had barely existed in 

popular Hindi cinema before the mid-2000s “multiplex moment,” barring a couple of 

films (like Chashme Badoor, Sai Paranjape, 1981). Traditionally, Bombay has dominated 

representations of the city and its psyches in popular Hindi cinema. The recent spate of 

Delhi films presents contemporary narratives of the post-globalized landscape of Delhi, 

sharply commenting on new aspirations for homes, commodities, money, and romance. 

Often, these desires clash against restless worlds of urban congestion, fear, rumor, 
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violence, panic, and crime. Unlike Bombay— a port city, which was always 

cosmopolitan, diverse, and modern, Delhi has always been caught between the “old” (the 

ancient capital of the Mughal emperors) and the “new” (ideas of colonial modernity 

carried forward by Nehru and the ruling elites). It was also a post-partition refugee city, 

and in the post-globalization era, it is, as Rana Dasgupta puts it in Capital: The Eruption 

of Delhi (2014, 157): 

 
…a segregated city; an impenetrable, wary city – a city with a fondness 

for barbed wire, armed guards, and guest lists. Though its population now 
knocks up against twenty million, India's capital remains curiously faithful to 
the spirit of the British administrative enclave with which it began: Delhiites 
admire social rank, name-dropping, and exclusive clubs, and they snub 
strangers who turn up without a proper introduction. The Delhi newspapers pay 
tribute every morning to the hairstyles and parties of its rich, and it is they, 
with their high-walled compounds and tinted car windows, which define the 
city's aspirations. Delhi's millionaires are squeamish about public places, and 
they don't like to go out unless there are sufficient valets and guards to make 
them feel at home, and prices exorbitant enough to keep undesirables outside. 

 
              Ravi Sundaram (2007, 31) has argued that Delhi’s psychosis, which is 

marked by two major events of large scale, visceral communal violence (Partition, 1947 

and the Congress organized Sikh Massacres following the assassination of Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi, 1984), presents a unique case of a postcolonial media saturated 

city where “fear has become implicated in the larger social theater of urbanity.” I extend 

this argument and delineate an additional layer of the city’s present pathology: rape 

culture and the aftershocks of the horrific gang rape of December 16th, 2012. Initially, the 

Delhi subgenre of the “multiplex film” did not tackle this underlying anxiety of urban life 

in the city. Most of the narratives sought to revise older representations of women on 
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screen, sketching new female characters—economically independent, ambitious, and 

sexually active. Examples of these include films like Band Bajaa Baraat (Maneesh 

Sharma, 2012), which draws upon the linguistic flavor of the city to tell the story of an 

ambitious middle-class girl who wants to become the city's best wedding planner. Other 

examples include stories of women traveling alone, like Queen (Vikas Bahl, 2014). Post-

2012, however, the Delhi “multiplex film” had started to veer into the anxious realms of 

everyday gendered violence. The films I analyze here—NH10 (2015), Pink (2016), and 

Dev D (2009)—all comment in different ways, on everyday issues of gendered violence, 

anxiety, safety, and fear in the city. 

        Many of the directors of the Delhi films are from the city and draw upon 

their experiences of growing up in the bedlam of globalization and media frenzy. 

Eschewing the designer city of the Bollywood film, these directors privilege close 

explorations of the city's various neighborhoods, with considerable attention to the 

cultural details of speech, mannerisms, and costumes along with locating shooting.  

Dibakar Banerjee10 is one of the most prominent directors and producers associated with 

the multiplex film and especially the Delhi subgenre. His first two films, Khosla Ka 

Ghosla (Mr. Khosla’s House, 2006) and Oye Lucky, Lucky Oye! (Hey Lucky! 2009) both 

chronicled in different ways the lives of Delhi's middle-class Punjabi residents after 

                                                
10 Besides Delhi films Banerjee has also directed two landmark “multiplex films”: Love, Sex aur Dhokha 
(Love, Sex, and Betrayal, 2010); three intersecting stories about honor killings, sexual exploitation, and 
media voyeurism told through handheld cameras and CCTV footage and Shanghai (2012), a dark, stifling 
work about a country trying to emulate the First World while pretending that its poor don’t exist. 
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liberalization. Banerjee extensively drew upon his experiences of growing up in the city 

and said in an interview (in Conde Naste Traveller, 13 November, 2015): 

Apart from the fact that I grew up in Delhi and know it well, what fascinates me is 
that it’s the city where the fault lines of India are exposed the most. Where 
absolute feudalism conflicts with absolute consumerism. When Khosla Ka Ghosla 
released, everybody associated Delhi with India Gate or Qutab Minar or such 
historical staples. Outside of Garam Hawa and Jaane Bhi Do Yaaron, nobody had 
gotten into the belly of Delhi. Nobody got into the actual bloodstream of Delhi. 
But as I was from Delhi, I was not even conscious of [the stereotypes]. And Kanu 
(Behl; director—Titli, produced by Banerjee) is also from Delhi, though he's 
about eight years younger, from roughly the same background. Extremely middle-
class. Neither upper nor lower, but absolutely, firmly in the middle of the middle 
class. 

 
The Delhi films also often draw upon real incidents that have happened in the city 

in the recent past reflecting the uneasy, sometimes comedic, and frenzied responses to 

globalization. Banerjee's Oye Lucky, Lucky Oye! for instance, is based on the life and 

stories of the notorious thief Devinder Singh, alias Bunty, who startled the police with his 

peculiar thefts: besides stealing hundreds of consumer goods like television sets and 

VCRs from people's homes, he also stole two pet dogs, 200 shirts, and one greeting card. 

As one reviewer wrote (in the Times of India, 28 November, 2008) Lucky is not a thief 

“who is driven to crime not because he is hungry, poor, starving... Instead, he drives off 

with a Merc, steals a music system, walks off with a laptop, unplugs a TV from an 

upmarket house, all with impunity, only because he wants the good life and believes 

everyone has a right to fine living.” The film takes us into the life of Lucky before he 

transformed into “superchor” (super-thief). Lucky grew up in West Delhi (much like 

Banerjee himself), in a middle-class Punjabi family with a strict abusive and punitive 
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father who denied him everything. The young Lucky spent his time looking into the lives 

of the rich and privileged. This was also the story of many families in India before 

globalization (across different classes), where commodity fetishization was strictly 

frowned upon. As an adult, Lucky has a desire for a father figure shown through his 

associations with a series of different older male characters—all played by the same actor 

who is cast as his punitive father—and all of them end up betraying him. 

              Another example is Delhi 6 (Rakesh Omprakash Mehra, 2009), which 

picks up a real life incident too—the bizarre case of the monkeyman that terrorized the 

working class residents of the city in the summer of 2001. Newspapers had initially 

reported that a black monkey (kala bandar) was attacking people at night. This creature 

soon morphed into a monkey-human hybrid and stirring up an intense media frenzy and 

several hoax calls to the Delhi police. The authorities finally concluded that this was an 

illusion; a result of “mass hysteria” and “fear psychosis,” but the lower and working class 

residents of East Delhi insisted that there was a real monkeyman. As Ravi Sundaram 

(2007, 33) writes, “so excessive was the representational and affective world of the event 

that it was not easily amenable to forms of criminal profiling.” He argues that the 

monkeyman terror in Delhi was a form of postcolonial haunting—the violence and killing 

of the Muslims during Partition in 1947 and Congress workers organized massacres of 

the Sikhs following the assassination of Indira Gandhi in 1984 had not been 

commemorated or given any memorials. The city, therefore, has an “unredeemed debt to 

its dead” (2007, 31).  The memories of these killings and losses survive in ghostly 

archives of personal stories and stray literature. Sundaram rightly points out that in post-
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independence Delhi's design of an efficient urban space, the “affective world of memory 

found no place in the masterplan of the rational.” These memories and ghosts were often 

released in moments of the post-1990s urban crisis in the city—large-scale unrest, fatal 

accidents, and severe shortages of water and electricity. 

 Sundaram posits that fear in the city can be understood through two vantage 

points: technology and event. He defines “technologies of fear” as the measures that are 

used to control and map urban fear. These technologies emerge from sites like the 

government, police, civic bodies, hospitals, courts and media managers. The second is the 

media generated “event”— through highly publicized court hearings and frenzied TV 

Campaigns. He writes (2007, 31): 

the event works through its own landscape of effects, inhabits diverse social and 
media spaces, moving between the body of the crowd, traffic, neighborhoods, and 
also in the material traffic of images and objects. It is the ability to move rapidly 
between unequal social groups, spaces and media that give contemporary 
experience of urban fear an edgy, neurological feeling.  

 
Risk and uncertainty are the preferred languages of both the technologies of fear 

and the rumor and media-fuelled “event.” The monkeyman terror was one such incident 

that straddled both the worlds of postcolonial haunting and the media saturation of the 

city—where rumors stoked by television news and dramatic headlines spread like 

wildfire. In Delhi 6, we see communal tension rising between Hindu and Muslim 

communities in the city’s oldest parts (erstwhile Shahjanabad, indicated by the title of the 

film a reference to its pin code Delhi-110006) in the backdrop of the appearance of a 

mysterious monkeyman. The film uses the spectre of the monkeyman as a metaphor for 
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our personal subjective fears of the other. The rap lyrics of the song Kala Bandar (Black 

Monkey) from the film illustrate the complex interplay of rumor, technology, memory, 

history and fear circulating in the city. 

 
Hey kala kala kala bandar 
(Hey black monkey) 
Bahar hai yah andar? 
(Are you inside or outside?) 
It wasn’t me I swear 
Everyone is looking for the monkey out there 
 
Aao hum sheesha dekhe 
(Let’s look into the mirror) 
Usme sandhesha dekhe 
(And read the message) 
Aapna ghayal hissa dekhe 
(Let’s take a look at our wounds) 
Apna asli kissa dekhe 
(Let’s take a look at our real narratives) 
 
I heard he’s two feet tall and bites off your knees 
I heard he's got metal teeth and wears Superman briefs 
That makes sense I saw him flying last week 
But he was invisible 
Someone saw some movement in the trees 
I heard he’s an experiment gone wrong 
A monkey alien who’s been left in the sun too long 
I heard he’s a cyborg 
Made from a toaster and a nuclear bomb 
But who’s actually seen him? 
Nobody! 
This all seems a bit dodgy 
 
I like the bandar (monkey), since he came 
A lot of things changed 
Many things have been arranged 
There’s way more police on the streets 
So I feel safer at night when I go to sleep 
Now we’ve always got electricity 
So I never miss my favorite show on TV 
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I might be with the bandar, as long as he don’t get me 
He can stay even longer; it don't bother me. 
 
As the song lyrics illustrate, the specter of the monkeyman had taken over the 

city's imagination in very creative ways. Street side shops had started selling monkeyman 

paraphernalia like several kinds of masks, monkey suits, and tails. In Delhi 6, we see that 

the monkeyman is first considered to be a cyborg (apparently he has a mother board on 

his chest, and residents plan to diffuse him by throwing water). Eventually, word spreads 

that the monkeyman was haunting the residents of Old Delhi because a mosque had been 

built at the site of an ancient temple—leading to suspicion, communal tension and 

violence between the neighborhood's Hindu and Muslim communities. As Ravi 

Sundaram further argues, urban fear in Delhi can no longer be controlled by modern 

architecture and planning. As discussed in Chapter 1, the Delhi masterplan of the 1950s 

was meant to separate the human from the non-human, reason from nonreason and the 

rational from the irrational to produce what the state defined as “healthy, disciplined 

bodies.” In the 1950s, the city planners bypassed the horrors of Partition and decided to 

banish it from the city of the rational, the secular and the modern. In the contemporary 

moment, the “new barons of power actively plunge into the theater of danger and fear” 

(31-33). 

A “Trigger Event” 

 
  Delhi is also notorious for its rape culture and is informally known as the “rape 

capital of India” due to the extremely high levels of violence, everyday harassment and 
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sexual assaults on women in the city. On December 16, 2012, a 23-year-old woman, Jyoti 

Singh, was brutally assaulted, tortured, and gang-raped by six men when she wrongly got 

on a private bus in New Delhi. She boarded this bus after having watched a film at the 

upmarket Select City Walk mall in the posh South Delhi neighborhood of Saket. She 

succumbed to her injuries 11 days later, with doctors reporting that an iron rod was likely 

used for the assault. This horrific incident led to unprecedented and large-scale public 

protests about the unsafe public environment of the country and the need for more 

stringent laws for dealing with rape and gendered violence. The English language press 

played a significant role in shaping the discourse on rape and women's safety following 

the incident. However, much of the coverage was sensationalist, supporting the public 

outcry for a quick solution: death penalty to the accused rapists, without pausing to 

interrogate the deeper social, cultural, and economic causes that led to continued and 

increasingly violence against women.  

Joanna Jolly from the Harvard Kennedy School published a report in 2016 on the 

role of the press in the aftermath of the December 16 gang rape and murder. According to 

this report, newspaper accounts of rape cases in India were usually restricted to 300 

words, and not published on the front page. When the news of this incident first reached 

the Times of India, three things struck the editor, “the girl was a student, she had been to 

an upmarket mall, and she had been watching an English-language film, The Life of Pi. 

He told the crime reporter to write 500 words for a page 1 lead” (Jolly 2016). This 

incident was considered a major “trigger event” in the discourse around rape in the 

country, and especially Delhi, because “the victim was perceived to be from the right 
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class, she was perceived to have been blameless for the crime, and she was raped by 

strangers” (Jolly 2016). In other words, the incident in many ways, fed into the deepest 

fears of middle-class Indian society—sexual violation of their own women by working 

class migrant males. It must be noted that incidents of sexual/domestic violence and child 

abuse among middle and upper classes perpetrated by family members or others known 

to the victim are largely unreported. The same is true of the rapes of rural, lower class 

and lower-caste women. In fact, over 90% of Dalit women11 are the most vulnerable to 

sexual violence in the country, and several horrific cases of their rape and assault on them 

have been reported over the years, but not given much attention by the press or the 

public.  

          The Kennedy School report further states that initially, the English 

language press considered Jyoti Singh to be a “PLU” (people like us)—from an upper-

class, upper-caste background that is the same as those of the employees at these 

newspapers and the middle-classes who read them.  PLU also means that the person has a 

social life, goes out and is employed. According to Smriti Singh a former reporter for 

Times of India (in Jolly 2016):  

There is this term we use called PLU – it means ‘people like us.’ Whenever there 
is a murder or rape case involving a female, in your head you have a checklist as 
to whether the story qualifies to be reported or not. You have to think whether the 
victim is a PLU. 

 

                                                
11 See for instance: https://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/05/opinion/indias-feudal-rapists.html?_r=0 
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Similarly, Aditi Saxton, from the news magazine Tehelka said (in Jolly 2016)—“It fed 

very much into the ‘people like us’ narrative because of the decision she took to go to a 

movie and take a bus home – all of these decisions are familiar to women belonging to a 

certain socio-economic class.” However, Jyoti Singh was not a PLU. She came from a 

lower-middle-class background, and her father was a laborer at Delhi airport. It was 

reported that she was a medical student, which coupled with her presence in an upmarket 

mall led to this confusion about her status—Jyoti was very much a “PLT” (people like 

them). According to Manoj Mitra from Times of India (in Jolly 2016), “She was actually 

from the PLT (“people like them”) side. But people didn't realize that because she 

happened to come out of a mall in South Delhi which was frequented by middle-class 

people.” As noted above, women who are raped and who belong to the PLT category—

non-urban, non-English speaking, lower class, lower-caste and older rarely find space in 

the press. In the case of Jyoti Singh, by the time the newspapers had managed to clear the 

confusion regarding her social and economic status, the story had taken on an 

independent life. 

              Finally, the report finds that the rise in dialogue and discourses around 

rape in urban India is directly linked to the arrival of middle-class women in the 

workforce (also the total female participation in the labor force in India remains just 27 

percent.) The work opportunities for middle-class, urban women have increased since the 

1990s, and it is the sexual safety of this class that is a cause of concern for both the 

design of public space (as we saw in the case of Select CityWalk in chapter 2) and the 

backbone of shaping public opinion on rape. As the then Prime Minister Manmohan 
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Singh said in the aftermath of December 16: “The emergence of women in public spaces, 

which is an absolutely essential part of social emancipation, is accompanied by growing 

threats to their safety and security.” The arrival of young, poor male migrants in the city 

is seen to be the primary threat to the sexual safety of the middle-class woman. After the 

December 16 gang rape, reporters claim that it is easier to get stories commissioned on 

rape and increased rape coverage has persisted since 2012. However the insistence is on 

certain “trigger” words like “gang rape,” “juvenile” (one of Jyoti Singh’s rapists was a 

juvenile) and “brutality” as newspapers hope to recreate the effect of the 2012 incident 

(Jolly, 2016), which very much took on the nature of a “media event” with shrill 

newspaper campaigns asking for death penalty for rapists. 

        In March 2015, British filmmaker Leslie Udwin made a documentary for the 

BBC called India’s Daughter on the Jyoti Singh case. It included a controversial 

interview with one of her rapists, conducted in jail, along with interviews with the rapist's 

defense lawyers, who expressed profoundly misogynist views on women. The Indian 

government banned the documentary fearing a resurgence of public backlash and the 

spread of a “culture of fear.” However, thousands of people already watched and 

downloaded the documentary from YouTube before the government was able to block it 

on the site. The Delhi Police filed a FIR (First Information Report) against the 

filmmakers. One of the many sections they were booked under included 505 (1) (b) 

“intent to cause, or which is likely to cause, fear or alarm to the public.”   

 The horrific 16 December gang rape was a watershed moment in  acknowledging 

the many violent reactions to women's arrival and mobility in public space in the city. It 
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also pointed to the tendencies towards selective public outcries—dependent on whom the 

victim is perceived to be. It is crucial to understanding why the sexual safety of middle-

class women has become very prominent in the contemporary moment. It also led to a 

revision of laws around rape and the establishment of fast-track courts to deal with cases 

of sexual violence—though marital rape remains unrecognized as a criminal offense. A 

committee led by an ex-Supreme Court judge Justice Verma produced an extensive and 

visionary report detailing the deeper societal and economic causes of violence against 

women. The suggestions of the Verma Committee report, however, remain largely 

unimplemented. It is also acknowledged that the government issued the death penalty to 

the rapists to satisfy the outpouring of public outrage.   

  What registers of the large-scale sexual violence against women in the city can 

be found in the Delhi multiplex film? Importantly, the rape scene had been a staple in 

Hindi Cinema before the Bollywood moment. It had taken the proportion of a peculiar 

caricature—one important way to mark the villain was through his attempt to rape. In the 

1980s, a spate of “avenging woman” films emerged in popular Hindi cinema. This was a 

response to women's movements and protests over violence and several publicized rapes 

that occurred in the country then. In most of these films, the woman-as-protagonist is 

raped, and then she then goes on to seek revenge and retribution.12 Scholars debate about 

                                                
12 As outlined by Lalitha Gopalan, a standard narrative unfolds in the following manner: Films open with 
family settings which appear “happy” and “normal” according to Hindi film conventions, but with a 
difference—there is a marked absence of dominant paternal figures. The female protagonist is always a 
workingwoman with a strong presence on screen. These initial conditions are upset when the female 
protagonist is raped. The raped woman files charges against the perpetrator, who is easily identifiable. 
Courtrooms play a significant role in these films, if only to demonstrate the state's inability to convict the 
rapist and to precipitate a narrative crisis. This miscarriage of justice constitutes a turning point in the film - 



 172 

whether this figure offered anything new or resistive from earlier representations of 

women, because as Jyotika Virdi rightly points out, “when women are afforded 

centrality, they suffer: their sacrifice, restraint, forbearance, chastity, and stoicism 

strengthen and ennoble them in the face of hardship” (2003, 122). Virdi posits that the 

main difference of these “women-centric” films from their earlier counterparts like 

Mother India is that in those films the woman's fury helps in cementing patriarchal 

ideologies, whereas, in revenge narratives, women are agents acting in the name of 

womankind. Second, women took to retribution themselves, instead of fathers, brothers 

or boyfriends.  

 Lalitha Gopalan (1997) argues that State must be considered as an important 

factor in reading these films because before the revenge aspect comes in, the rape can be 

seen as a substitute for sex, relentlessly eroticizing it. She suggests that because female 

bodies in Indian cinema have been used as a stand-in for sex and for scopophilic pleasure, 

rape is never neatly cordoned off from this ideology. Therefore, even the avenging 

woman genre is ultimately a masculine creation because despite giving the woman center 

stage, she must assert her power in a violent and masculine manner, while keeping the 

authority of the State intact in the end. Gopalan argues (51-52): 

Faced with an order less universe, the avenging woman narrative proceeds on a 
transgressive vigilante path, incites masculine anxiety about the phallic female, 
and opens the representational circuit for women on the Indian screen, but this 
unfettered power is undercut by finally reeling in the authority of the State and 
revealing the avenging woman's own overwhelming investment in the restoration 
of the social imaginary. Casting women as embodying and sustaining tradition 

                                                                                                                                            
allowing for the passage of the protagonist from a sexual and judicial victim to an avenging woman (1997, 
44).  
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recycles an old stereotype in Indian films; however, the forced closure in this 
genre only provisionally irons out the anxieties between patriarchy and the state. 
 

In the post-1990s when the Hindi film industry became Bollywood, and the 

narratives turned into distinctively upper-class stories of Indian family romances and 

melodramas, rape and violence against women largely disappeared from the screen. The 

primary negotiations in the narrative had to be made by the couple within the contours of 

the patriarchal family around cultural authenticity and the preservation of “Indianness.” 

Thus, sexual violence against women had no place in this “clean” world of the 

Bollywood family film. Importantly, as Gopalan has argued such scenes were meant to 

titillate and hence were further marginalized in the Bollywood narrative.  

Next, through three case studies, I will show how the Delhi multiplex film 

presents a significant deviation from the Bollywood trend and brings issues of sexual 

violence and the anxious landscapes of the city into the “safe” domains of the middle-

and-upper-middle class audiences within the carefully designed spatial design of the mall 

and the multiplex.    

NH10: THE NEW PSYCHOPATHOLOGY OF THE RURAL-URBAN DIVIDE 

 
NH10 is a recent film that belongs broadly to the “road-trip-gone-wrong” genre, 

popular in American cinema—but offers a stark, destructive portrait of the clashes 

between the designed global city and what lies just outside it. It taps into one of the most 

pervasive fears of being a woman in Delhi: the terror and anxiety of navigating the city 

alone at night. It effectively used the advanced multi-channel sound technologies of the 
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multiplex to make the audiences feel a palpable sense of suffocating and paralyzing fear: 

the suburban city experienced through glass—high rise apartments, offices, malls and car 

windows, unknown figures trailing a person on the streets, dense smog, hushed whispers, 

screeching tyres, shattering glasses, unheard pleas for help, and the sound of a heavy iron 

rod scraping against gravel. Though not overtly referring to it, this film too evokes 

memories of the horrific and shocking December 16 gang rape of 2012—an incident that 

completely shattered the already frail psyche of most women in the city. 

        One of the features of these films is the tension between the city and the 

village which has been a narrative trope of several national cinemas. In American Cinema 

for instance, genres like the slasher (Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Tobe Hooper, 1974) and 

the rape-revenge drama (I Spit on Your Grave, Meir Zarchi, 1978) have been particularly 

associated with the psychology of the rural/urban divide. Carol Clover (1992) has argued 

that these films, in which the woman takes revenge on rapists/perpetrators of horror, are 

allegories for the city’s revenge on the country. What kinds of masculinity underline 

these films? Accordingly to Clover (121), it is the group dynamics of the male sport that 

lead them to acts they may not be capable of singularly—emphasizing that the “dynamic 

of the male group is larger than the sum of its part.” This group dynamic is also 

powerfully displayed in films like Pink and NH10. The latter foregrounds one important 

characteristic trait of the rape-revenge genre—“patriarchy run amok” (Clover 1992). 

While the city/country divide has long been prevalent in the narratives of Hindi Cinema, 

the use of the identifiable American slasher genre to depict the contemporary tensions 

between the city and its suburbs is entirely new. Clover also underlines the importance of 
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class in this genre—a violent confrontation between haves and have-nots. She writes 

(131): 

 
...the scenario to which city/country horror obsessively returns is one in which the 
haves, the civilized urbanites, are separated from the system of support that 
silently keep their privilege intact. 

 
A second characteristic feature of the rape-revenge film is the power dynamics 

between men and women that makes rape/violence/horror avengeable. In discussing the 

rape-revenge film, Clover (144) argues that rape is seen as a political act (just like the 

honor killings in NH10) and the fantasy of female revenge “brings with it detailed and 

sometimes trenchant analyses of quotidian patriarchy.” In my reading of NH10 below, we 

see the use of several of these themes of the American slasher/rape-revenge genre. 

However, we also need to understand the relationship between the city and the village in 

Indian cinema. 

       The rural/urban divide was one of the fundamental socio-political concerns of 

Hindi cinema from post-independence to the 1980s. Post-independence Hindi cinema 

was caught between a utopian Gandhian nationalism that favored an agrarian economy 

and the Indian state's early experiments of Nehruvian socialism foregrounding a 

structured, urban-industrial modernity. This often led to the city being cast as a corrupt 

but essential, aspirational space and the village as a nostalgic, “pure” space. Raj Kapoor's 

Awara (The Vagabond, 1951) and Shree 420 (Mr. 420, 1954)13 typify the former, while 

                                                
13 For more on Raj Kapoor and the Hindi social film of the 1950s see Desser, David. “Shree 420.” In The 
Cinema of India, edited by Lalitha Gopalan, 96-106. 24 Frames. London, United Kingdom: Wallflower, 
2009; Chatterjee, Gayatri. Awara. New Delhi, India: Wiley Eastern, 1992; Sahai, Malti. “Raj Kapoor and 
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Mehboob Khan’s iconic magnum opus Mother India14 became the blueprint for the later. 

Ranjani Mazumdar (2007, 4) points out that the that the urban experience in India has 

never been hegemonic or overwhelming—“In imaginative terms, the ‘village’ is never 

absent from everyday life in the city. The narrative of migration and the departure from 

home is a key part of urban life.”  

 Post-globalization, the city of Bombay and the politics it signified began to 

disappear from its own cinema. Instead, a “generic city” filled with 20th-century brand 

names, that could be present anywhere, replaced it (Kapur and Pendakur 2005). The 

cinematic city, which for several decades after independence was pivotal to Hindi cinema 

in essaying the struggles and anxieties of the “common man,” was now replaced by an 

imagined space in which the global consumer/affluent Indian middle class reigned 

supreme. The Bollywood film retreated into what Mazumdar has called “the panoramic 

interior.” The bright interiors of these “family films” (homes, colleges, malls, coffee 

shops and restaurants which the characters occupy) mimicked the experience we have in 

shopping malls—which can only be made available in South Asia through simulation. 

The physical spaces of the actual city stood in contrast to the desires for other spaces and 

other worlds. As she states (2007, 148): 

                                                                                                                                            
the Indianization of Charlie Chaplin.” East-West Film Journal 2, no. 1 (December 1987): 62-75; and 
Vasudevan, Ravi. “Shifting Codes, Dissolving Identities: The Hindi Social Film of the 1950s as Popular 
Culture.” In Making Meaning in Indian Cinema, 65-99. New Delhi, India: Oxford University Press, 2000. 
 
14 One of the most successful and iconic films in the history of Indian Cinema has been Mother India 
(Mehboob Khan, 1957)—a film about a rural woman who overcomes a host of personal and natural 
calamities and embodies all the attributes of the perfect Hindu-Indian wife and mother. She even shoots and 
kills her wayward and marauding son in the famous climax of the film. Through this narrative, she emerges 
as a heroic, morally chaste epitome of the Hindu wife and mother—not only of her family but the entire 
village—a clear allegory for the nation. 
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The panoramic interior expresses a crisis of belonging, fear of the street, 
and the desire for the good life—all at once. In this architectural spectacle of 
light space, the absence of dark space is significant. The shadows of the uncanny, 
the fear of the street corner, the overwhelming crowd, the chaos of the 
marketplace, the violence in the street, and the city of strangers remain just 
outside, threatening to invade but prevented by the new architectural and design 
aesthetics of the panoramic interior. 

 
A genre that did provide a counter-narrative to the “panoramic interior” and the 

“designed interior city” was the Bombay gangster film15. Often drawing upon the real-life 

stories of the notorious Bombay underworld and gang wars that were a feature of 

everyday life in the city till in the 1980s and 1990s, these films presented a “disenchanted 

city, haunted by death, darkness and ruin” (Mazumdar 2007, 151). These films were also 

about masculinity and the control of space.  

NH10, while retaining some of the elements of the gangster genre regarding 

spatial disenchantment and terror—pushes the theater of the urban and often the rural to 

intimate and disturbing portraits of India’s uneven urbanization and the things that it 

cannot conceal or control. NH10 is named after National Highway 10 –a 405Km road 

running from Delhi to Punjab and crossing the state of Haryana. The film opens with 

shots of Gurgaon, 32 Km Southwest of Delhi—a part of the National Capital Territory 

(NCR). It is a part of the state of Haryana—infamous for all kinds of crimes against 

                                                
15 Examples of the Bombay gangster film include Parinda (A Bird, Vidhu Vinod Chopra, 1989), Satya 
(Truth, Ram Gopal Varma, 1998), Company (Ram Gopal Varma, 2002), etc.  
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women, especially female infanticide and honor killings16, leading to the state having one 

of the lowest sex ratios’ in the country. Gurgaon is a template for India's jagged 

urbanization, with crime rates—rapes, robberies, assaults, etc. on the rise. Gurgaon, 

however, is the Information Techology (IT) hub of Delhi, and in the last two decades 

over 250 Fortune 500 companies have set up their India headquarters here. It is dotted 

with high-rise apartments, fancy condominiums, several malls and shopping centers, and 

a host of fine dining restaurants (also see Anthony King). This lies in sharp contrast to the 

predominantly agrarian state of Haryana—with rampant electricity and water shortages, 

with most big corporations having their personal power backups.  

In NH10’s establishing shots show Gurgaon at night, through the windows of a 

car, and a couple is casually arguing about having to go to a work party. Meera (Anuksha 

Sharma) and Arjun (Neil Bhoopalam), an upper- class, corporate couple who live and 

work in Gurgaon. They are headed to a party. 

 

                                                
16 Honor Killings in India usually refer to the murder of women or couples by family members for 
marrying or engaging in romantic liaisons outside their social norms and code. It is usually associated with 
inter-caste marriage.  
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            Figure 13: Theatrical Poster NH10. 

 
            Halfway through the party, Meera gets a call from her office. She has to 

leave the party and head back to work. Her husband Arjun stays on while she gets into 

their car and drives through the deserted streets of Gurgaon. It is winter; there is dense 

fog. She notices two men on a bike following her, and soon they begin to obstruct her 

way. They stop the car and smash her windows—Meera drives away and manages a close 

escape. Meera and Arjun, at the police station, report the incident. The officer in charge 

asks Arjun why “he lets her travel alone at night.” He recommends they apply for a gun 

license for her safety and lets them go with a comment on the state of affairs, “this city is 

a growing child, sooner or later, it’s going to jump.”  

 

 

                 Figure 14: Establishing shots of NH10, Gurgaon at night. 

 



 180 

             

              Figure 15: The cityscape through Meera and Arjun’s car. 

 

             

                Figure 16: The men on the bike chase Meera. 
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        Figure 17: Meera is attacked; a heavy rod smashes her car window. 

 
               In the next few scenes, Meera is shown visibly shaken and traumatized 

from the incident. After a successful presentation at work, Meera faces casual sexism 

when one of her male colleagues snidely remarks that women have it easier from their 

bosses. Arjun suggests they take a weekend holiday—a road trip. By now, the couple has 

acquired a gun as advised by the police officer. While crossing the Delhi-Haryana 

tollbooth on the highway, the toll keeper tells them that one of his colleagues was 

recently killed. Four men in a Pajero shot him when he asked them for toll fare.  

Like several other “multiplex films,” NH10 weaves in real-life incidents. In this 

case, it is a reference to what has been called rage related “acts of random violence” in 

Delhi—a bizarre and dangerous phenomenon. In the last two decades, the city has 

witnessed several incidents of people beaten, shot, or killed over minor scuffles on the 

road or at home. In 2011, four men killed a 17-year old boy because he did not give them 

a screwdriver. In Khan Market, one of the city's wealthiest areas, an airline pilot ran over 
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a restaurant manager when their vehicles grazed each other.17 A man killed his friend for 

not giving him a cigarette; a call-center worker was shot for spilling someone's plate of 

food. In a very well known case, model Jessica Lal was shot in a bar for refusing a drink 

to Manu Sharma, the son of high-profile politician (also dramatized in the Delhi 

multiplex film No One Killed Jessica). Urban alienation, frustration, and quick 

accumulation of wealth have often been cited as reasons for these unfathomable crimes. 

According to eminent sociologist Ashis Nandy, “there is something increasingly 

desperate in people” (in LA Times, January 13, 2011). NH10 in many ways is a chronicle 

of this desperation. 

            On their trip, Meera and Arjun stop at a roadside eatery where they 

witness a young girl and boy being brutally beaten by a gang of men and dragged into a 

jeep. When Arjun tries to interfere, the gang leader Satbir (Darshan Kumar) slaps him 

and tells him that the woman is his sister. The gang drives off with the young girl and 

boy. In a displaced attempt at bravado and to make up for his absence on the night his 

wife was attacked, Arjun decides to follow the gang. Meera pleads with him to let go of 

his ego and stop chasing these people, but Arjun says he only wants to scare the “idiot 

villagers” with his gun and “teach them some manners.”    

            Needless to say, this decision proves fatal for him. Arjun spots the gang's 

jeep parked in a desolate location off the highway. They witness the brutal honor killing 

of the young couple—Pinky and Mukesh. This too is loosely based on the real-life 

                                                
17 These incidences were reported in an article in the LA Times on January 13th, 2011. 
http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jan/13/world/la-fg-india-rage-20110113 
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incident of the Manoj-Babli honor killing case of 2007 in which the relatives of the newly 

wed couple murder the girl for marrying within their sub-caste, or gotra, which is 

prohibited by the societal norms of the community to which they belonged. The Khap 

Panchayat, a caste-based religious council among the Jats in Haryana, ordered the 

killing. This was the first time that a court convicted the perpetrators, as these kinds of 

extra-judicial bodies had been operating for years in the interior villages of India with 

covert government approval. 

         In NH10, the couple is savagely beaten: Pinky is force-fed poison and then 

shot, while Mukesh is repeatedly stabbed with a rod. They are then dumped into a 

makeshift grave. By this time the gang has also found Arjun and Meera spying on them 

and captured the two. Arjun manages to shoot one of the gang members, and they make a 

run for their lives. However, Arjun is stabbed. They find a tunnel under a train track, 

where Meera asks a badly injured Arjun to wait while she goes to find help. 

 

 

Figure 18: Meera and Arjun are caught by Satbir, the gang leader. 
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          In the next few scenes, a harrowed Meera runs through the barren 

landscapes of rural Haryana trying to find help. The gang is chasing after them. She finds 

a police station. The officer calls his superior on the phone and says that an “English type 

madam” had arrived. He refuses to help her the moment he hears the words “honor 

killing” and asks her to leave immediately. Subsequently, the superior officer shows up, 

and at this point, they have an eerie conversation in his car. He tells her that the police do 

not function in vacuum, and they are a part of the society in Haryana. He asks her about 

her caste, but Meera has no idea what her caste is. Surprised that she can function in 

society without even knowing her caste, the officer tells her that any 12-year-old in these 

villages will know all the details of their caste—"jaat, gotra, patri.” He makes her well 

aware that she comes from a different world—and says, “Gurgaon mein jahan aakri mall 

khatam hota hai, wahan aapki democracy aur Constitution bhi khatam ho jata hai" 

(Democracy and constitution end with the last mall in Gurgaon). He then insinuates that 

Mukesh and Pinky should not have gone against their caste laws. Meera realizes that the 

police are complicit with the murders and stabs the officer in the eye with a pen and 

escapes. 

 Finally, Meera locates the house of the village chief, a senior woman called 

Ammaji (Deepti Naval.) An exhausted and injured Meera faints, and she is taken to a 

room in the house. When she narrates the incidents of the night, the Ammaji’s demeanor 

changes. She locks Meera in the room. In a chilling realization, Meera sees that she is 

lying on the bed of the murdered Pinky, and the dead girl’s pictures and clothes are 

strewn in the room. It is revealed that Pinky was the daughter of the village chief Ammaji 
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and Meera has found her way into the same house. She is handed over to the Pinky's 

brother Satbir and the rest of his gang made up of their male family members (cousins 

and an uncle). Despite being brutally beaten, Meera manages to escape after she grabs  

Satbir's young son and threatens to kill him if they do not let her go. She steals the gang's 

jeep and makes her way back to the tunnel where she had left Arjun. The gang has killed 

him and left a message for her on the walls: “bloody whore.” 

 

 

 

              Figure 19: The message on the wall, “bloody whore.” 
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            Figure 20: Meera returns to find Arjun murdered. 

            Ruthlessness takes over Meera. She drives back to the village and finds 

three of the remaining gang members looking for her: Satbir, his cousin and their uncle. 

She crushes the cousin and the uncle with the jeep. She grabs an iron rod and pummels 

Satbir to death, stabbing him multiple times. Ammaji appears on the scene and is shocked 

to see all the men dead. She tells Meera that Pinky was her daughter, but “jo karna tha 

woh karna tha” (what had to be done, had to be done.) Meera repeats these lines and 

walks out of the village as the sun rises. 
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  Figure 21: Meera walks the streets of the village with an iron rod. 

 

 

Figure 22: Meera smokes a cigarette after crushing two of the gang members with the 
jeep. 

 
            NH10 follows the tropes of one type of classic slasher/horror film, a 

relatively unexplored genre in India. The film effectively adapts this genre in the Indian 

context to show the violent interaction of two starkly different but closely coexisting 
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worlds. Urban India’s rapid march towards “smart cities” tries to erase all other visions of 

the country, but as one film critic puts it (Raja Sen, Rediff.com, March 13th, 2015), NH10 

“tells us we're on edge and, that one misstep could flip our lives around in an instant.” 

Meera and Arjun move from one closed space to another before the horror on the 

highway unfolds; they are only in a car, an elevator, their bedroom, or a colleague's party 

in a posh apartment. It is clear that they are a nuclear couple entirely unused to other 

public spaces or the codes of social life that govern other parts of the country. While the 

newspapers are constantly filled with stories about medieval justice given to couples who 

break the “code”—“and our hero and heroine unaware of even their family caste, 

accustomed to booking a private villa for themselves whenever they want to get away, 

are ill-equipped to deal with such a space. What happens when the bubble bursts?” (Jai 

Arjun Singh, 2015). The smashing of Meera's car window early on in the film is a symbol 

of one space invading another—a foreshadowing of the violence that is about to ensue.  

           Despite portraying an order less universe where the woman must seek 

retribution herself, NH10 breaks with the dominant ideology of the earlier “avenging 

women” films. As a “multiplex film” it privileges explorations of spatial tensions among 

categories like “civilized,” “savage,” “urban” and “rural,” which was not a significant 

aspect of the prior “avenging woman” narrative in India. First, Meera is unable to reign in 

the authority of the state or restore an acceptable social imaginary in the final moments of 

the film (as was the custom with the “avenging woman” narrative of the 1980s) because 

it is evident that the state in the form of the police is complicit—and a parallel system of 

filial justice operates outside it. The tension between patriarchy and the state is left 
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unresolved, and the “phallic female” does not find restitution within the moral world of 

state-judiciary. The state approached mid-way through the film is quickly dispensed with 

(a stab in the eye with a pen) and all but disappears in the end. In an interesting twist of 

events, her own mother—the village matriarch—Ammaji has ordered the murder of 

Pinky. This figure appears at the very end of the narrative, as throughout the audience is 

led to believe that it is the family's men who are the sole perpetrators of the murder.     

Second, besides the explicit misogyny and violence of the honor killers who 

belong to a lower class, the film also comments on the deep underlying discrimination 

and sexism even in the corporate offices of “modern” India. Further, the “phallic female” 

is no longer a figure that emerges under duress/rape but has begun to assert herself in 

everyday spaces. In the initial scenes of the film, despite making a successful 

presentation, Meera is chided by a male colleague for being favored by her boss for being 

a woman. Soon after unknown men attack her on the road, but the policeman tells her that 

she invites danger by traveling alone at night. Twice in the film (once at the roadside 

eatery and once in the tunnel where Arjun is hiding/murdered), Meera spots abusive 

messages for women written on the walls. After murdering Arjun, the message that the 

gang of honor killers leaves for Meera (written in Arjun’s blood) is “Bloody Whore.” 

Neither Meera not Pinky are raped in the film (though both are brutally beaten), and 

Meera in her final acts of resolution does not seem to follow a desire to regain the lost 

“honor” of the brutalized female body/family. The lines between Meera’s own trials and 

those of the lower-class murdered girl Pinky have blurred by now. 



 190 

Third, the audience that the Delhi genre of the multiplex film is addressing is 

entirely different from the spectatorial imagination of the “avenging woman” films from 

the 1980s. The 1980s saw a retreat of the middle-classes from the public spaces of the 

cinema halls into the new private worlds of the VCRs and color televisions. As scholars 

like Virdi and Gopalan have already pointed out, the rape scene was often used as a stand 

in for sex and titillation. The rape scene, and for that matter most scenes of violence 

against women entirely disappeared from the post-1990s “clean” family film that 

consciously tried to eschew the “gaudy” production aesthetics of the 1980s. A few new 

trends filled the sex/sexual titillation slot: the heroine began to dance in sexual aggressive 

manner across exotic landscapes in fashionable clothing (Mazumdar 2007) and the “item 

number” where a female (and sometimes male) actor is displayed in an erotic/highly 

sexualized manner in a song with “bold” lyrics (collapsing the earlier distinctions 

between the heroine and the vamp). Stringent codes around kissing and scenes of 

physical intimacy have also slowly loosened. As a result of this, the rape scene as 

titillation became unnecessary. The multiplex film is slowly bringing violence against 

women, sexual and otherwise, back on the screen in non-caricaturist ways. This removal 

of clichés and titillation from scenes of brutal violence makes them much darker that 

what we have witnessed so far: for instance, in another recent multiplex film, Udta 

Punjab (Punjab is Flying High, Abhishek Chaubey, 2015) the heroine (Alia Bhatt)—a 

lower class migrant girl—is repeatedly gang raped and drugged by a group of men who 

have kidnapped her. The audience does not see any of graphic rape scenes; the screen 

repeatedly fades/cuts to something else once the ferocious violence is about to ensue, 
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leaving the imagination to do its disquieting work. The actual rape scene—which was 

crucial to the avenging woman narrative—is now situated both in and beyond the screen. 

Given the realistic-aesthetic of these films, the audience is already well aware—through 

press, television, web—of the gory details of several rapes.  

These new modes of addressing the spectator alter the meanings of not only the 

“avenging woman” narrative in Indian cinema but also crucially, the gendered 

relationship between the city and the village. In this respect, NH10’s approach towards 

violence against women across the class divide is novel. A major distinction between 

NH10 and Pink is that the latter restores the authority of the state in the final resolution of 

the plot, through the negotiating capacities of the nation’s aging patriarch, superstar 

Amitabh Bachchan. As I will show next, despite this, Pink reworks the courtroom drama 

and presents significant deviations from the earlier representations of the state-patriarchy 

nexus in Bollywood. 

PINK: PRIVILEGE AND RAPE CULTURE IN THE CITY 

 
Pink (Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury, 2016) is one of the most provocative recent 

films of the Delhi subgenre of the “multiplex film.” The film begins with a black screen. 

The audience hears pleasant background conversation—something that seems like mixed 

voices at a party or a social gathering. Soon, images begin to flash on the screen. A group 

of men are in a car, speeding towards the hospital. They are visibly shaken, and one of 

them is bleeding profusely from his eye/forehead. In another cab, a group of 3 women, 

equally shocked and fearful, are running home. Something bad has happened—but the 
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audience is not sure what it is. The first half film unfolds slowly, and the details about the 

fateful night are this: the girls and boys were together at a rock show after which they all 

went for drinks in a hotel room. One of the girls, Meenal (Tapsee Pannu), swung a beer 

bottle at one of the boys Rajveer (Angad Bedi) after which they ran from the hotel. Post 

this incident, the three women, Meenal, Falak (Kriti Kulhari) and Andrea (Andrea 

Tariang)—young professional women and roommates in a Delhi suburb—are harassed 

and shamed. The boys with whom the altercation happened at the rock show perpetrate 

the harassment. The girls know the boys (Dumpy, Vishwa and Rajveer). Rajveer is the 

nephew of a well-connected politician in the city. Vishwa and Meenal have known each 

other since high school and are the common connection between the groups.  

A fourth member of the boy's gang, Ankit Malhotra (Vijay Verma), who was not 

present at the rock show is especially vindictive towards the girls for daring to hurt his 

friend Rajveer. He frequently bandies about the line that “girls should know their place.” 

This results in verbal and cyber harassment for Falak and Meenal, while Andrea is chased 

on the streets. An anonymous call to their aging landlord informs him that the girls are 

sex workers and should be evicted from the house. When the owner refuses to do so, 

Ankit attacks him on the streets. Meenal decides to file a police complaint, but the officer 

in charge tells her to reconsider her decision because her “daily life will be over” along 

with her reputation if she tries to engage further with these boys who are well connected 

and wealthy. 

Following the police complaint, Meenal is kidnapped in a car during her evening 

run. Dumpy and Ankit molest and harass her while the car moves all over the city. They 
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ask her to drop the police complaint and throw her out in front of girls' house. In their 

neighborhood, Deepak Sehgal (Amitabh Bachchan) is an aging, retired lawyer who 

helplessly observes these happenings. The next morning, Meenal is arrested for 

attempting to murder Rajveer. The police also file a case of prostitution which is illegal in 

India against the girls. 

At this point, Deepak Sehgal volunteers to help Meenal get bail and fight the case 

for the girls in court. What follows is a courtroom drama, one of the most popular 

narrative techniques of Hindi Cinema, but, avoiding the usual melodramatic overtones of 

the court scenes, Pink presents an uncomfortable look at the ways in which these women 

are slowly broken down through character assassinations and slut shaming. In court, the 

Rajveer’s defense lawyer, Prashant Mehra (Piyush Mishra) presents the following version 

of events: the boys met the girls at the rock show and invited them for dinner and drinks 

as a friendly gesture. Once in the hotel room, Meenal asked Rajveer for money in 

exchange for sex. When a scared Rajveer refused, Meenal hit him with a bottle and fled.  

Several personal details of the women's lives are exposed in court: Meenal's 

family lives in Delhi, yet she chooses to live apart from them. Falak is in a relationship 

with an older man from whom she has also borrowed money in the past. Andrea is from 

the “North East” of the country, which is the only thing that defines her—a common and 

very harmful stereotype associated with women from the region is that they are sexually 

available, leading to increased harassment of North Eastern women on the streets of 

India. Questions regarding Meenal's sexual history are also asked. The defense lawyer 

constantly repeats that since the girls willingly agreed to go into a hotel room with the 
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boys despite only having just met at the show and were also drinking, and lived alone 

away from their families, hence they were most definitely prostitutes. 

 Meenal claims that Rajveer tried to rape her while Dumpy molested Andrea in 

another room. When Rajveer persisted despite Meenal refusing consent several times, she 

hit him with a beer bottle. Deepak Sehgal, the girls' lawyer talks extensively about 

societal hypocrisy and sexism, where a woman's “character” is determined by a series of 

bizarre spoken and unspoken codes: consumption of alcohol, joking with the opposite 

sex, going to a rock show, and living alone. In one of the dialogues of the film, Sehgal 

says, “Women should not live alone in the city. Men can, but women cannot. Women 

who are alone and independent confuse men.”  

 

Figure 23: Theatrical poster, Pink. 

 

In the course of this character assassination, a traumatized Falak breaks down and 

admits that they did take the money, shocking everyone in court. Though this turns out to 

be false, it marks a key moment in the film. The debate changes from “what if” the girls 

are prostitutes to “so what if” they are—ultimately Meenal had refused consent to 

Rajveer, irrespective of whether she asked for money or not. The courtroom debates 
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change to a question of consent, and finally an enraged Rajveer, unable to control his 

temper says the girls “got what they deserved.” The film ends with a powerful closing 

remark from Deepak Sehgal: 

No is not just a word but also a complete sentence unto itself. It does not need an 
explanation. The person saying it could be somebody known to you, your friend, 
your girlfriend, sex worker or it may be your own wife. No means no, and 
someone says no, you stop. 

 
The boys, Ankit, Dumpy, and Rajveer, are found guilty in court. The final shot of the 

film shows us the three girls standing on their balcony looking out at the sun setting over 

the city. 

        Pink paints a dark and realistic portrait of Delhi. Most of the actors in the 

film, except the lawyers played by Piyush Mishra and Amitabh Bachchan, are relatively 

unknown. The city is seen as an anxious and dangerous space for women who are 

constantly looking over their shoulders.  Meenal's abduction and sexual harassment in a 

moving car is one of the most chillingly recognizable scenes in the film—as Delhi is 

infamous for women being dragged into cars that are passing by. In one of the early 

scenes of the film, Deepak Sehgal is looking at Meenal in their colony park where she is 

jogging. Meenal recognizes and returns the stare. It raises the question as to whether there 

is any connection between the two characters, though there is none at that point in the 

narrative. As one film critic wrote (Raja Sen, Rediff.com, September 16, 2016): 

I realized the reason she [Meenal] knew the stare is because all girls do. All girls. 
It is, simply and effectively, a film about girls and the brush with which they are 
often painted in this country. 
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            Despite the filmmakers denying that the December 16th incident 

influenced Pink, several traces of the misogynist views expressed in the documentary 

India’s Daughter by both Jyoti Singh's rapist and his defense lawyers are present in the 

narrative. As repeatedly said in the documentary, the very fact that women are out in 

public space is considered reason enough for them to be violated, and Pink is a 

provocative portrayal of this. As one of Jyoti Singh's rapists stated, without a hint of 

regret, in his controversial interview in prison—“a decent girl won't roam around at 

9'o'clock at night. Girls are far more responsible for rape than boys.” According to A.P 

Singh, the defense lawyer interviewed in India’s Daughter: 

If my daughter or sister engaged in pre-marital activities and disgraced herself and 
allowed herself to lose face and character by doing such things, I would most 
certainly take this sort of sister or daughter to my farmhouse, and in front of my 
entire family, I would put petrol on her and set her alight. 

 
In Pink, Rajveer makes a distinction between the “decent” women of the house 

and the “prostituting” women in public. He says that his mother and sister do not go to 

parties; they only go to family gatherings. He also insists that his sister does not drink. 

When Seghal shows him a photograph of his sister drinking at a party, Rajveer loses his 

temper and makes the comment that ultimately costs him the case: “the girls got what 

they deserved.” However, Pink makes a significant intervention in the discourse around 

the rape culture mindset and the one that is particular to Delhi. Moving away from the 

tendency to frame uneducated, lower-income migrant males as the primary threat to the 

sexual safety of middle-class women, Pink comments on the more prevalent trends of 
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rape and sexual violence in society: intra-class and often perpetrated by men known to 

women. Rajveer is shown to be an upper-class man, from a wealthy family with an MBA 

from London. He and Meenal not only have a common friend but also inhabit the same 

spaces. Still, his views on women are shockingly similar to those expressed with extreme 

nonchalance by the perpetrators of the December 16th rape and murder. According to 

Sanjeev Govil, a psychiatrist at Tihar Prison where Jyoti Singh's rapists were being held, 

said their mindset could be summarized as follows (quoted in The New Yorker, March 6th, 

2015): 

It’s our right. We are just in enjoyment mode, and everybody has a right to 
enjoyment. Big people, you know, somebody who has money, do it by payment. 
We have the courage, so we do it by our courage. 

 
           Despite being a commercial and critical success, most viewers felt that 

Pink ended on a “wish-fulfilling” note, well aware of the challenging and socially 

embarrassing process of reporting and fighting court cases that deal with rape in India, 

especially if the criminal belongs to an upper-class, upper-caste political family. As a 

young master's student in Delhi's Jawaharlal Nehru University wrote after watching the 

film (Reina Gattuso in The Ladies Finger, September 24th, 2016): 

Of course, the film is a fantasy. In the actual Indian legal system, one can hardly 
imagine an old feminist male lawyer patiently and emotionally explaining slut 
shaming to an engrossed courtroom and receptive judge. One can hardly imagine 
the misogynist rich boy going to jail; the independent bourgeoisie girls getting off 
scot-free… 
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 As The Guardian suggests that while watching Pink, “Trigger warnings may be 

obligatory, but that’s testimony to how close the film gets to uncomfortable truths.”    

    Unlike NH10, Pink chooses to uphold the state as a just dispenser of justice. 

The contextual setting and genres that the two films evoke allow for this difference in 

approach. NH10 unfolds largely in the course of one night in the desolate dangerous 

lands of Haryana: it is meant to show a nihilistic breakdown of the urban machinery of 

social/state order. Pink is set over a period of a few months in Delhi and uses everyday 

gendered violence and harassment in the city itself as narrative fulcrum. While NH10 is a 

avenging-woman/horror film, Pink is a courtroom drama; both eschew the classic 

melodramatic mode in Hindi cinema. Particular attention is paid to dialogue, written in 

more colloquial tones. Long monologues about the moral space of women, family, and 

nation are absent. Both the films are shot on location; the audience is meant to navigate 

the tense streets of the Delhi and maze of small villages in Haryana along with the 

characters. Elaborate sets, costumes, lavish houses, and song-and-dance routines, the 

presence of the parents and joint families of the protagonists (all of which were important 

elements of the melodramatic mode) are dispensed with. Even the poetic Urdu of the 

classic courtroom drama in Hindi Cinema where cases were argued using dramatic words 

like adaalat (court), muqadama (case), mujrim (accused), kanoon (law), haazir 

(appeared), ba-izzat bari (acquitted with honor) and quaidi (the arrested) are replaced 

with a more colloquial mix of English-Hindi. We hear words like “consent” and “marital 

rape.” In Pink, the space of the courtroom itself transforms from an expansive, elaborate 

colonial set where the patriarchal state delivers its justice to a cramped, overwrought, and 
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disorganized room where people, police, and lawyers all jostle for breathing space. Pink 

attempts to show the nexus between the powerful political elite, the corrupt police and the 

buying/bribing of witnesses by casting superstar Bachchan (who channels both the iconic 

angry young man from the 1970s and globalized Bollywood’s “father” figure18) as the 

girls' defense lawyer who is ultimately instrumental in bringing them justice: the film 

uploads the power of the state while also underscoring the importance of male allies. Pink 

is also a powerful comment on the relationship between the state and the single-woman in 

the city the female protagonists of the film are all unmarried and do not have stable male 

partners which add an additional layer of societal and legal scrutiny and discrimination 

against these women. The audience is not witness to the actual events that transpired 

between Rajveer and gang and Meenal and friends till the very end when the credits roll 

and we see a flashback—marking another mode of suspension of the necessity of the 

actual rape scene. 

                                                
18 In the 1970s, Amitabh Bachchan gained superstardom and a cult status with Indian audiences for this 
portrayal of the “angry young man” in a series of films like Deewar (The Wall, Yash Chopra, 1971) and 
Zanjeer (Chains, Prakash Mehra, 1973), among several others. Rising from the margins of society, this 
figure was a sort of an urban warrior fighting against injustice, poverty, and other social evils. He was 
deeply critical of the state, the police, law, and other institutions. This figure struck a cord with the film 
going audience in the 1970s, especially working class males, as the “angry young man” often mirrored the 
realities of their socio-economic circumstances. For more on Bachchan and this figure see Jyotika Virdi, 
“Deewar: Fact, Fiction, and the Making of a Superstar” and Ranjani Mazumdar, “From Subjectification to 
Schizophrenia: The Angry Young Man and the Psychotic Hero.” Bachchan returned to the public 
consciousness in the late early 2000s as the host of the Indian version of the British reality show Who 
Wants to Be a Millionaire? (Kaun Banega Crorepati) which became a sensational success in the country. 
Since then, Bachchan has transitioned into mainstream globalized Bollywood films, mostly essaying roles 
of a super-rich, conservative, but benevolent patriarch. 
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DEV D: “DEVDAS LEARNS TO ROCK” 

 
 In 2002, Sanjay Leela Bhansali made a Bollywood version of Devdas starring 

three of the industry’s biggest stars, Shahrukh Khan (as Devdas), Aishwarya Rai (as 

Paro) and Madhuri Dixit (as the courtesan Chandramukhi). Bhansali is mainly known for 

his visual and dramatic excess and for creating sets that are hyper-saturated with color, 

spectacle, and fantasy. Even the actors in his films are draped in highly dramatic clothing 

and make-up. He has a penchant for the historical, a form that lends itself well to an 

overtly theatrical re-imagination of space. In other words, Bhansali's films (other 

examples of which include Bajirao Mastani and Ram Leela) are synonymous with pure 

Bollywood opulence.        

          The multiplex remake, Dev D is, therefore, significant because the 

narrative, its codes, and the characters are already extremely familiar to the Indian 

audiences—to an extent where it is part of everyday lingo. The self-destructive, over-

emotional hero, Devdas, is so memorable in the Indian psyche that one (usually male) is 

often referred to as a “Devdas” if they act too mawkish about love. Therefore the 

multiplex version of this age-old drama is both familiar and foreign, comforting and 

shocking—primarily because the narrative is imaginatively used to sketch a portrait of 

contemporary Delhi. Kashyap uses cityscape and its urban memories to explore 

addiction, desperation, longing, and anxiety in a post-globalization era of technology, 

urban delirium, privilege, and power. 
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                It must also be noted that like Dibakar Banerjee, Anurag Kashyap is one 

of the most important figures associated with the “offbeat, edgy film”—so much so that 

one film critic asserts that the multiplex film could easily just be called “the Anurag 

Kashyap movie” (Scroll.in, May 12th, 2016). His first film Paanch (Five, 2003) remains 

unreleased because of its controversial content. The censor board had refused its release 

because of its violence, nihilism, and the lack of a “social” message. The film did not 

have a single “positive” character, which was also cited as an issue. Subsequently, 

Kashyap gained widespread critical acclaim with another much-delayed film—Black 

Friday (2004, but released in 2007 due to censorship problems.) This film recreated the 

1993 Bombay Blasts19 and the police investigation that followed—it was a docudrama, 

shot with hidden cameras. Besides Dev D, other notable films of Kashyap include No 

Smoking (2007), Gulaal (Color, 2009), That Girl in Yellow Boots (2011), Gangs of 

Wasseypur 1 & 11 (2012), Ugly (2014), Bombay Velvet (2015) and Raman Raghav 2.0 

(2016). Kashyap's films have significantly lower budgets than the usual Bollywood 

feature and he is a firm believer in location shooting.  Most of his films use real spaces of 

the city or small towns in India. He has also been credited with exploring a wide range of 

themes—ranging from crime, urban dystopia, student politics, terrorism, privilege, and 

substance abuse. Gangs of Wasseypur, for instance, was a 2-part stylized saga chronicling 

the crime families of the notorious coal mafia of Bihar where Kashyap extensively drew 

upon real-life characters and incidents. Importantly, his only big-budget venture with A-
                                                
19 On 12 March 1993, 12 bombs exploded across Bombay killing 257 people and injuring 717. Dawood 
Ibrahim, a notorious figure in the city’s underworld crime coordinated these attacks in retaliation to the 
Babri Masjid demolition in Ayodhya on 6th December 1992 and the communal riots that followed in 
Bombay in December-January 1992 and 1993 that were targeted towards the city’s Muslim populations. 
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list mainstream stars was Bombay Velvet—an ambitious project on the Jazz Age in 

Bombay in the 1950s and 1960s for which elaborate sets were constructed in Sri Lanka. 

This film was a major box-office debacle. Kashyap has then claimed in several interviews 

that he has returned to his niche—low budget, dark dramas with no major stars20.  

     The story of which Dev D is an adaptation is a Bengali novel written by Sarat 

Chandra Chattopadhyay in 1917 called Devdas. It is the story of childhood friends 

Devdas and Parvati (Paro) who grow up as neighbors in a village in Bengal. As a 

teenager, Devdas is sent to London to complete his studies, and eventually, when he 

returns as an adult, Paro believes that their friendship and blossoming love will 

eventually lead to marriage. Paro's family, however, belongs to a lower socio-economic 

status than that of Devdas (who belongs to the landowning class). Therefore, his parents 

are opposed to this alliance. Heartbroken, and in a particular bold move for a woman in 

1917, Paro visits Devdas in the middle of the night, asking him to accept her love. 

Startled by Paro's audacity, a confused Devdas goes away to Calcutta and writes her a 

letter saying they were just friends. Paro's mother in the meantime, insulted by the 

rejection of his daughter by Devdas and family, vows to wed her to an even richer 

landlord. On the eve of Paro's arranged marriage, Devdas returns, repents, and wants to 

save their love. Paro rejects his proposal and rebukes him for his indecision and 

cowardice. Devdas promises to return to Paro once before his death and departs for 

Calcutta. 

                                                
20 See for instance, “Rajiv Masand Interview with Anurag Kashyap,” CNN-IBN, 13 May 2016-- 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=crc7SyMBq74.  
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         Subsequently, he meets his friend Chunni Lal, who introduces him to a 

famous courtesan, Chandramukhi. Chandramukhi falls in love with Devdas. Unable to 

forget Paro, a heartbroken Devdas drinks heavily. He idealizes and obsesses over Paro 

while disdaining and disrespecting Chandramukhi because she is a courtesan/public 

woman. Due to his alcoholism, Devdas's health fails, and he makes a journey to Paro's 

marital home—he had promised to see her before dying. He dies alone in front of Paro's 

house. On hearing the news of his death, Paro rushes out, but her family members prevent 

her from leaving the confines of the home to avoid a scandal.  

          Devdas has been made eight times in Hindi cinema. A reason why this 

narrative has lent itself particularly well to multiple versions in popular cinema is that it 

is a melodrama. Vijay Mishra (2008, 18-19) captures the essence of Devdas and its 

hallowed place in the pantheon of melodramatic films in India and says: 

 
Devdas is a man who cannot translate love into action, who cannot come 

to terms with the nature of commitment and passion, and, when his beloved Paro, 
against all feudal decorum seeks him out, in his own bedroom, in the quiet of the 
night, he can only respond like a helpless victim of social order, alternating 
between a fear of what people would say and his own unease at the strength of 
this forthright woman. But here is the Indian melodramatic sublime: denial of 
love does not lead to its transfer to another; not does it lead to an alternative act of 
compensation, rather it leads to a defiant death-wish, the oceanic feeling as if the 
world order itself would come to an end in this act of self-sacrifice. 

 
Bhaskar Sarkar (2008) also suggests that melodrama as a genre is particularly popular in 

postcolonial societies because they share a common logic—both repeatedly belong in the 

“waiting room of history,” both are characterized by the logic of “too-late.”  Sarkar 

(2008) discusses the excesses in the 2002 Bollywood version—18th-Century Bengali 
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houses are replete with stained glass windows, foyers, fountains, pillars, horse-drawn 

carts, marbled floors and period furniture. Working with enormous budgets and 

technological prowess, freed of any pressure to depict “realism,” these sets are elaborate 

self-aggrandizements of the economic force of global Bollywood (47).  

 

Figure 24 & 25: Theatrical posters for Devdas. 

 

The opulence, however, went beyond anything that had been witnessed in Indian cinema 

before. This was because, without its nod to Indian genres and cultural lineage, it would 

not make affective sense to the public. However, “in trying to match the script of 

Hollywood filmmaking and to emerge out of critical oblivion, Bollywood cannot simply 

abandon the aesthetic, dramaturgical, and emotional conventions of Indian cinema” 

(Sarkar 2008, 47). Dev D refuses these emotional and aesthetic rules and creates a 

nihilistic, psychedelic new world where the “too-late” logic of melodrama is entirely 

passé. If Devdas (2002) is homage to “Bollywood” itself (Mishra 2008) then Dev D, as I 

will show below, is an attempt to subvert or deflect these very elements. 
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Dev D begins in contemporary Chandigarh. Dev (Abhay Deol) is an insolent 

teenager who is sent to London to discipline himself. Dev and Paro (Mahie Gill) are 

childhood friends and connected frequently through phone calls and emails. Their 

conversations are often sexual in nature. Paro sends Dev a topless photo of herself (on his 

behest). He immediately chooses to fly back. The couple does not face any family 

disapproval around class issues. Instead, petty arguments, ego issues, and insecurities 

plague their relationship. Dev is philandering, arrogant, and reckless. He hears some 

rumors about Paro's sexual exploits from a jealous male friend of hers (Sunil) and 

believes them. Paro tries to initiate sexual intimacy with Dev. He rejects her and calls her 

a “slut.” Later, he insults her further by saying that she does not have the status to marry 

into his rich family. Heartbroken and betrayed, Paro marries an older man chosen by her 

parents. On her wedding day, Dev realizes the rumors were false but is far too egotistical 

to admit his mistake. He drinks an entire bottle of vodka and passes out in front of the 

wedding guests. 

 Leni (Kalki Koechlin), a half French-half Punjabi, and the teenage daughter of a 

diplomat in Delhi enters the story. A leaked MMS of her performing oral sex on her older 

boyfriend wreaks havoc in her idyllic, privileged life. She is taunted at school, and her 

story is all over the press. The family moves to an unknown location in Canada. Unable 

to cope with his daughter's scandal, the father commits suicide. Her mother sends her 

away to her father's village in Punjab where she has to endure further affronts from her 

grandmother. Finally, she escapes to Delhi where she meets a pimp, Chunni. He gives her 

a place to stay and helps her finish high school, and she enrolls in college. She begins her 
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dual life—college student by day and a high-class role-playing call girl by night. Being a 

fan of Madhuri Dixit (who plays the courtesan in the 2002 version of Devdas), she adopts 

the name "Chandramukhi" for business purposes and is known as Chanda through the 

rest of the film. One night Chunni brings an inebriated Dev (on a mix of alcohol and hard 

drugs) to her room.  

 

 

Figure 26: Theatrical poster for Dev D. 

 
        The second half of the film takes place in Delhi's Paharganj—dotted with 

seedy hotels, bars, and underground clubs. Neon is everywhere. Dev has moved to Delhi 

and spends his time stalking Paro (who lives there post marriage). He drinks and has a 

drug habit, all funded by his bed-ridden father in Punjab. After repeatedly calling Paro at 

odd hours of the night, Dev receives a visit from her in his hotel room. Appalled by his 

condition and his squalid surroundings, she proceeds to wash his clothes and clean up. 

Dev comes on to Paro, and she rejects him. Their meeting ends in a bitter row, with him 

violently pushing her out. Paro has moved on with her new life and urges Dev to do so 
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too. Subsequently, he develops a tentative relationship with Chanda (who by now is in 

love with him) but is unable and unwilling to forget Paro. Dev cannot come to terms with 

Chanda's profession, and he hastily leaves her. In a drunken haze, he mows down seven 

people sleeping on the streets of Delhi with his brand new BMW (a gift from his 

indulgent father.) He is arrested, but his father dies in Chandigarh. He is granted 

permission to visit his home to perform the last rites. However, on his way back from the 

funeral, Dev spends several days drinking, being robbed, and gradually becoming 

penniless and homeless. After nearly being hit by a car on the streets, where he now lives, 

he decides to change his ways. He finds Chanda again, tells her that he never really loved 

Paro—it was an obsession, and he has decided to move on. In the closing scene, we see 

Dev and Chanda on her motorbike, heading to the police station to turn Dev back in. 

 The film garnered several positive critical reviews and has gained cult status. A 

leading film critic wrote (Raja Sen, Rediff.com, February 6, 2009): 

Kashyap's real surprise lies in the way he makes the story work, about how he 
avoids cinematic pitfalls and makes perhaps the most honest version of the 
character. In Dev D, Abhay Deol isn't charming like Dilip Kumar or 
melodramatically tragic like Shah Rukh Khan, but he is the character as he should 
be: the scumbag. Randomness often happens in our newly experimental cinema, 
but it's always great to see a film where no detail is an accident, where the director 
gets to execute his vision exactly as he wants. 
 
Abhay Deol, through his unconventional choice of roles, was the initial poster boy 

of the new multiplex cinema.21 He read the novel in English and said “I have played the 

                                                
21 Abhay Deol has been called the poster boy of "multiplex cinema" because of his unconventional choice 
of roles for the typical Hindi film hero and his associations with several "multiplex directors," despite 
belonging to a prominent Bollywood family. These films include Manorama Six Feet Under (Navdeep 
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character according to my interpretation of the book. His character was contemporary, he 

was quite urban in many ways, and he’s misplaced in the surrounding and has a spoilt, 

obsessive and addictive personality”22. However, the real destabilizing qualities of Dev D 

lie not in the portrayal of who Devdas is, but in its depiction of the women: the 

girlfriend/wife and the prostitute. Importantly, these two characters have primarily 

symbolized the village (pure, innocent) and the vices of urban life (corrupt, degraded) 

respectively. As Kashyap (2009) put it in a blog post, “When you make a film like Dev 

D, one is dealing with a hell of a lot, perceived Indian morality being the mother of them 

all.” 

             Paro, the contemporary “village girl,” is self-assured and sexually 

confident. Gone is the infantile heroine, in Dev D, she represents a new modernity: “Paro 

is Parminder, a rustic Punjabi girl, who handles the family and farms, the household and 

its men with the same élan” (Kashyap, 2009). In one of the first scenes of the film, She is 

taking a topless “selfie” and then boarding a local train to a nearby town to print and scan 

the pictures from a cyber café. The middle-of-night infamous visit scene in Devdas is 

replaced in Dev D by shots of Paro carrying a mattress on her bicycle into the fields, 

where she will later bring Dev for a sexual encounter. When Dev accuses her of being a 

“slut,” she does not defend herself. Instead, she calls him out on his hypocrisy and tells 

him that she is aware of his philandering ways—“If you do it then it doesn't matter, but if 

I do it, I'm a slut?” Despite her love for him, she eventually recognizes Dev for being 
                                                                                                                                            
Suri, 2007), Oye Lucky Lucky Oye (Dibakar Banerjee, 2008), Dev D (Anurag Kashyap, 2009), Shanghai 
(Dibakar Banerjee, 2012). 
22 “Abhay Deol: Giving a Contemporary Twist to Devdas” on The Aseem Chhabra Show, 6 March 2009. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=atDfE7tipJc 
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selfish and cowardly and moves on with her husband (in Devdas, Paro is never able to 

reconcile to her marriage and carries around symbols of him, a permanently lit candle and 

the scar on her forehead). In a later scene in Dev D, Dev tries to coerce Paro into sex in 

his sordid hotel room and tells her that he loves her. This time she rejects him with a 

cruel verbal repartee about the sexual abilities of her new husband. In these ways, Paro 

can extend the traditional spaces of the girlfriend and transgress into the space originally 

occupied by the vamp—an excessive display of female sexuality, considered dangerous 

and therefore restricted to the nightclub. 

With Leni/Chanda, the role-playing multilingual prostitute (she can seduce in 

English, Hindi, French, and Tamil), the earlier ideologies of the courtesan genre are 

sabotaged. The courtesan frequently appeared in the “Muslim-Social” -- a genre that was 

most popular in the 1960s and 1970s. It referred to films that portrayed an old-worldly 

Islamic culture that flourished predominantly in Lucknow, the seat of Nawabi living and 

Urdu poetry. These films were set in an outdated, unreal world, completely removed from 

current realities. Sumita Chakravarty (1993) argues that the courtesan image is both the 

threatening and the threatened icon of cultural difference and therefore represents the 

psychosexual dimensions of national imagery. The courtesan and her kotha (a space 

representing sexual freedom and fantasy) allow for a unique female subjectivity (the 

woman as the producer of culture), which is usually erased in other film narratives of the 

nation. However, the courtesan is always a tragic figure, whose desires cannot be 

mitigated within the moral boundaries of Hindi cinema and therefore often dies at the end 

of the narrative.  
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By contrast, in Dev D, the “home” is a cruel and unsafe space, and it is at the 

brothel that Chanda finds some measure of dignity and independence. Here she avoids 

the usual narrative of the courtesan’s longing for rescue through marriage and 

domesticity. It is Chanda who liberates Dev from himself, a narrative conclusion that is 

made impossible in the earlier Devdas driven by its logic of melodrama. Leni does well 

academically, bikes to college every morning, reads, and blends invisibly into the student 

crowd at Delhi University. In other words, she is one of us. At night she transforms into 

Chanda—a cocaine snorting, wig-donning theatrical prostitute with a painted face—a 

rebellious nod to the artificial and performative aspects of the courtesan in Hindi cinema, 

often excessively ornamented figures. A haze of neon pink and red in a neighborhood of 

cheap tourist hotels surround Leni/Chanda. She presents a hybridized mix of the 

inner/outer dichotomy, and it is often hard to tell where the dividing line lies.  

 

 

Figure 27: Kalki Kochlechin as Chanda/Leni. 
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Kashyap (2009) has talked about why Dev ends up in Delhi’s Parahgunj (where 

the second half of the film takes place, especially the interactions between Dev and 

Leni/Chanda). In a series of posts he wrote on Dev D, for his now defunct blog Passion 

for Cinema, he said: 

 
[Pahargunj] looks like either Bangkok or some back street of Hong Kong. 

That is where all the drug peddlers are and all the guys who want to end up with a 
white woman are found. All the white woman looking for nirvana end up here with 
some junkie or a peddler or a pimp. This place is like none else. This is where all 
the rich kids land up to have the white experience. That is where Dev lands up to 
find himself and he floats. This place has its own atmosphere and it is seductive. 
The shooting style changed with the place. 

 

Ramna Walia (2014, 57-58) has drawn attention to the ways in which Kashyap captured 

the dark and hallucinogenic alleys of Pahargunj. The usage of a special S1-2K camera 

allowing for a shooting speed of 11 frames per second introduced spectators to 

“subconscious imagery and a kinetic urbanscape.” A fisheye lens is also used to capture 

unstable movements of a drunken Dev—“through such foregrounding of subterranean 

currents, Kashyap stages the changing nature of contemporary youth culture.” In 

Kashyap's words: “It is about the times we live in—of fast food, fast cars, fast cash, 

where love is confused with lust and vice versa. Where one doesn't know what they want, 

drifting is the name of the game and people are living from one high to another and 

everyone is looking for the next fix” (in Passion for Cinema). 
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Figure 28: Chanda framed against the neon-city at dawn.  

 

 Dev D effectively also weaves into the storyline several real incidents from the 

urban memory of Delhi. Leni’s MMS video is a direct reference to the well-known DPS 

MMS Scandal23 of 2004, where two students from Delhi Public School made a MMS 

video of themselves in a sexually compromising position. The video was widely 

downloaded and press reports indicated that the girl's family had sent her off to Canada. 

This incident also exposed the new technology-fuelled landscape of urban India—where 

escape or forgetting is impossible. Following this incident, the government had banned 

cell phones in schools and colleges in India. As Leni/Chanda says to Dev in the film, “the 

clip wasn't shown on TV. But everybody downloaded it. Half the country got off on that 

video and then they turn around and call me the slut.” The second reference was to the 

Sanjeev Nanda BMW case of 1999. Nanda, a young scion of Delhi's super rich class, was 

returning drunk in the wee hours of the morning from a party. He ran over six people and 
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fled the scene immediately. The Supreme Court acquitted him after a large bail and two 

years of community service. The Nanda case was a shocking display of apathy, privilege, 

and power in a city where an entire class of people had suddenly amassed great sums of 

money after the privatization of the Indian economy. As Rana Dasgupta (2014, 234) 

reflects upon one this case, one of Delhi's “most popular parables”: 

This story erupts into the public domain with the delicious nausea of something 
widely felt, but rarely observed: the recklessness of this economic system, its out-
of-control heartlessness. Nanda’s speeding BMW is a symbol of gleaming, 
maleficent capital, unchecked by conscience or by the roadblocks of the state. The 
scene of the impact, a 100-metre stretch of road strewn with organs, severed limbs 
and pools of blood, is like a morality painting of the cataclysmic effects of this 
marauding elite in the world of ordinary people. 

 
The multiplex audiences are immediately able to recognize these recent, tragic 

real life incidents shockingly woven into the age-old and familiar narrative of Devdas. 

Kashyap (2009) points to the out-of-date nature of the original Devdas narrative in 

present-day India, and says: 

Dev D is a take off point from Devdas. Devdas has gone beyond being a 
book or a movie. It's become an adjective; it's in our everyday usage. Whenever we 
see somebody moping around, we say, don't be a Devdas! The idea was to explore 
the adjective, which it has become through which I wanted to talk about the youth, 
how they look at love, life, and relationships in today's day and age. It's the age of 
fast cars, fast cash, fast food, and instant gratification. Does it really happen that 
people are longing for one woman for the rest of their lives? Because I don't see 
that happening today, it has changed. I'm trying to explore all that by using Devdas 
as an idiom. This film is about second chances, we give up on people and say iska 
kuch nahin ho sakta (nothing has become of him). Lekin uska kuch hota hai kya 
(but does something finally become of him) the film is trying to see that.24 

 

                                                
24 “Anurag Kashyap speaks about Dev D” in Eros Now, 2 February 2009. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L5Fch4rLeV8 
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            Therefore, if Bollywood attempts to pay tribute to its founding texts, then 

the multiplex film seeks to upset that homage by introducing a new vocabulary that 

eschews melodramatic endings, as they do not fit into the logic of either a new 

urbanization or of the “live-invigorating” architectures within which such films are 

screened.  

THE GENERIC CONVENTIONS OF HINDI CINEMA AND THE  “MULTIPLEX FILM” 

 
Satyajit Ray (1976, 28) India’s most recognizable auteur till date, said: 

There has been no Indian film, which could be acclaimed on all counts. Where 
other countries have achieved, we have only attempted and that too not always 
with honesty, so that even our best films have to be accepted with the gently 
apologetic proviso that it is ‘after all an Indian film.’ 

 

The producers will tell you about that mysterious entity ‘the mass,' which ‘goes in 
for all this sort of thing'; the technicians will blame the tools and the director will 
have much to say about the wonderful things he had in mind but could not 
achieve because of ‘the conditions.' These protestations are true but not to the 
extent you are asked to believe. In any case, better things have been achieved 
under much worse conditions. 

 
He also summarized what was “wrong” with Indian cinema as follows (1976, 30): 

Starting a production without adequate planning, sometimes even without a 
shooting script; a penchant for convolutions of plot and counterplot rather than the 
strong, simple unidirectional narrative; the practice of sandwiching musical 
numbers in the most unlyrical situations; the habit of shooting indoors in a 
country which is all landscape—all these stand in the way of the evolution of a 
distinctive style. 
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These two short comments from Ray in 1976 more or less sum up what has 

dominated discourses about popular Indian cinema since its inception. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, colonial ideas about the inferiority of Indian films and assumptions about 

“Indian mass taste” had begun to crystallize from the 1920s and had naturalized by the 

time of independence. The Indian elites were ideologically aligned with their colonial 

masters, sharing similar notions about education, class, and social status as the principle 

determinants of “taste.” By and large, the unpopularity of Indian cinema in the West, the 

lack of internationally recognized Indian directors, the messy and confusing use or 

disregard for established genres, a non-linear haphazardly mixed narrative, excessive 

melodrama and theatrics, and stock, stereotypical characterizations have been repeatedly 

cited as reasons why “respectable” Indian elite and middle-classes disdained it for a long 

time. 

Post-liberalization the popular Hindi film at least, through its new nomenclature 

Bollywood, found a way to use its economic success and corporate might to rescue kitsch 

and spectacle from its associations with “poor taste.” Despite its newfound heady 

confidence fuelled by new technology and more channels of global circulation, the 

narrative form remained faithful to a desire for extravaganza, now consistently touted as 

our uniqueness. What appeared was a tightening of conservative patriarchal family 

narratives, a flashy landscape of rich upper class and caste characters, and many 

salutations to the new and improved, globalized Hindu-nation. In what follows, I will 

briefly examine some of the key debates around genre in Indian cinema and look at how 
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and to what extent the “multiplex film” presents a rupture from the dominant ideological 

and narrative tropes of popular Hindi cinema before and after it became Bollywood.   

The “Multiplex Film” 

 
One significant way in which the “multiplex film” moves away from the 

mainstream is in its depiction of the Indian family. From the 1950s to the early 2000s, the 

family was the representative nucleus of the nation on-screen. Keeping the family united 

and harmonious, against all odds, was the central preoccupation of several films. Any 

romantic relationship had to be negotiated within the boundaries of the patriarchal family, 

made especially overt in the era of Bollywood. It was from the family that stemmed 

popular Hindi cinema's most enduring stereotypes—the long-suffering mother, the 

punitive father, the dutiful son, the loyal brother, the ideal wife, and the importance of 

religious rituals within the domestic space of the home.   

           After the privatization of the Indian economy in 1991, and the granting of 

industry status to the Hindi film industry in 1998 (after which it became Bollywood), an 

unprecedented rise appeared of the conservative ideal Hindu family drama playing out in 

the mansions of the super rich.25 This “clean” depiction of the Indian family was 

                                                
25 Two important films that defined “Bollywood” were: Sooraj Barjatiya’s Hum Aapke Hain Kaun! (Who 
am I to You, 1994) (henceforth HAHK) and Aditya Chopra’s Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The 
Braveheart will Take the Bride, 1995) (henceforth DDLJ). Both were narratives about young couples 
falling in love and negotiating their relationship among the established mores of the patriarchal family. The 
“youngsters” staunchly believed in and upheld the values of this system. Patricia Uberoi (2001) in her study 
of audience reactions to viewing and receiving HAHK found that among others, the primary reasons for its 
popularity were its lack of vulgarity (no raunchy, suggestive songs that had become the staple of the 80s) 
display of affluence in sets, costumes, props (even Tuffy, the dog, signified middle-class Indian aspirations 
to own a dog) and its spirit of sacrifice, especially by the heroine, reminiscent of the “golden bygone era” 
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fundamental to what the term Bollywood signified. As Vijay Mishra (2008, 4) points out, 

it reflected a, “dislocated diaspora youth culture’s need for an accessible, unproblematic 

and sanitized India.” Second, the extravagance of set, costume, color and elaborate song-

and-dance sequences that characterized the Bollywood film also benefited a larger global 

marketing of “Indian exotica” (Rajadhyaksha 2003, 3).  

            It comes as no surprise then that the Bollywood film is also called the 

“family film.” Besides Bollywoodization, the trope of the family was crucial because 

popular Hindi cinema borrowed heavily from the two great Sanskrit epics: Ramayana and 

the Mahabharata—grand narratives filled with tales of moral, dedicated wives and 

righteous brothers and kings. Mishra (2009, 113) has rightly called these two epics “the 

great codes of Bombay cinema,” and since “these epics were also ideological tools for the 

expansion of structures of belief endorsed by the ruling classes, there is also a significant 

way in which the Bombay Film legitimates its existence through are-inscription of its 

values into those of the MBh/Rama.”  

The multiplex film undoes this code by moving from the mythic quality of the 

epics to the psychological realism of the novel.  As Jai Arjun Singh (2016), a prominent 

film critic and commentator wrote in his blog Jabberwock, “Nowhere is the 

demythologizing more obvious than in the portrayal of the families in recent films.” The 

“multiplex film” often moves the family back to contemporary India from the globally 

fluid landscape it inhabits in the Bollywood film. In doing so, it unsettles the category of 

                                                                                                                                            
of Hindi cinema. It was a family film through and through—which meant it was about a Hindu family and 
it could be watched with all members of one's family.   
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ideal women (mother and wife) and men (fathers and sons), thereby destabilizing the 

gendered bedrocks of the Indian family on screen. As in Pink, NH10 and Dev D, the 

family is either a site of oppression (as in the case of Leni/Chanda and Dev in Dev D) or 

largely insignificant or missing (in Pink and NH10).   

         Another good example of this new narrative is Titli (Butterfly, Kanu Behl, 

2014) was jointly produced by Yash Raj Films (Hindi cinema’s most successful company 

associated with several landmark mainstream hits for the last 40 years) and Dibakar 

Banerjee Productions, a relatively new player that mostly helms small budget indies. Titli 

presented one of the darkest depictions of the family in recent times, showing the 

nihilistic interior lives of three lower-class brothers who make their living through violent 

carjacking and murders. The youngest brother, the titular character Titli played by 

newcomer Shashank Arora, is trying to escape his miserable condition by desperately 

trying to buy a parking plot in an upcoming suburban shopping mall. Titli takes place in a 

tight, claustrophobic, labyrinth-like house perpetually lit by an oppressive tube light from 

where neither the characters nor the audience has any escape. In this house, the family 

members perpetrate on each other several cycles of emotional, physical, and sexual 

violence. The story of the film is partly influenced by some darker autobiographical 

details of the director, Kanu Behl's troubled and violent upbringing in a lower-middle 

class neighborhood in East Delhi, where is the film also located. This first-time director 

cast his father as the family's patriarch. The film is meant to be a comment on the 

coexisting worlds of privilege and desperation that exist in Delhi. According to Behl 

(Indian Express, 18th October 2015): 
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We wanted to consciously separate the two spaces in the film without 
spelling it out. We wanted to convey a sense of the anger and frustration 
that people of the world feel when they return home after serving the 
glittery world of the privileged. This frustration permeates our culture. 

 
Titli was the official Indian selection for the prestigious Un Certain Regard at Cannes. 

However, due to the lack of stars, the film was only released in multiplexes.  

 

 
 

Figure 29: Theatrical poster, Titli. 

 
        A second way in which the “multiplex film” presents a rupture from the 

mainstream popular is in its representation of gender on screen. Predominantly, there 

were four main characterizations of the woman exist in popular Hindi cinema: the 

mother, the sexually unaware infantile heroine, the courtesan, and the vamp. As 

mentioned before, the woman is also an allegory for the nation—she is responsible for 

the preservation of its morals and “inner kernel” (Chatterjee, 1993). According to Sumita 

Chakravarty (1993, 150-151) the myth of the “ideal Indian feminine” in a patriarchal 

culture is meant to harness female sexuality for nurturance and communal norms: “the 

celebration of woman’s role as wife and mother, to offset the fear of the destructive and 
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vengeful woman and the prostituting woman, finds expression in myth and folklore.” 

Therefore, the mother figure in Hindi cinema was entirely desexualized, and the heroine 

was sexually infantilized. She was to remain completely unaware of her body as a sexual 

object or of the camera’s gaze on it.       

The mother and the ideal wife could not be defined on screen without the 

presence of those who were not mothers or wives: the characters of the courtesan, the 

vamp,26 and the prostitute. They were the quintessential embodiments of the vices of 

urban life. The courtesan in the traditional narrative of Hindi cinema is an otherworldly, 

archaic and tragic figure27. She symbolizes economic and sexual independence yet is 

always shown yearning for love and domesticity. These figures of the westernized vamp, 

the tragic courtesan and the street prostitute appeared with regularity in popular cinema 

from the 1950s-1990s after which the space between the heroine and the vamp collapsed 

as the former began to take on the functionalities of the later. These “other” female 

characters belonged not only to outside the traditional space of the home but also marked 

                                                
26 The “modern” counterpart of the old-worldly courtesan is the city prostitute or the vamp. The city and 
the prostitute have shared a special relationship in Hindi cinema. Ranjani Mazumdar (2007, 86) argues that 
the prostitute in post-independence cinema was the symbol of the decay and death in the city, and 
eventually, it was the vamp that defined the nationalism's complex relationship to the city.  The vamp and 
the space that she occupied—the nightclub—“is one of Bombay cinema's fascinating creations—an illicit 
landscape of gambling, gangsters and smugglers, on the one hand, and the excessive and dangerous display 
of female sexuality, on the other. Violence, intrigue, death and sex lurk close to the vamp.”  
 
27 Popular examples include Chaudvi Ka Chand (The Cresent Moon, Mohammad Sadiq,1960), Pakeezah 
(The Pure One, Kamal Amrohi, 1972), Umrao Jaan (Muzaffar Ali, 1981). For a detailed study of this genre 
see Richard Allen & Ira Bhaskar (2009), Fareed Kazmi (1997) and Sumita Chakravarty (1993). For the 
influence of this genre and the Urdu language on the form of Hindi cinema see Kesavan, Mukul. “Urdu, 
Awadh and the Tawaif: The Islamicate Roots of Hindi Cinema.” In Zoya Hasan (ed). Forging Identities: 
Gender, Communities and the State (1994): 244-57. For more on the courtesans of Lucknow see 
Oldenburg, Veena Talwar. “Lifestyle as Resistance: The case of the courtesans of Lucknow, India.” 
Feminist Studies 16, no. 2 (1990): 259-287. 
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the boundaries of the moral and sexually unaware/chaste Hindu heroine. Ranjani 

Mazumdar (2007) has argued that the distinction between the vamp (enclosed in the 

space of the nightclub) and the heroine began to blur in the 1990s as the song-and-dance 

sequences shot in exotic foreign locales began to be choreographed like mini fashion 

shows. In these song sequences, heroines were shown in a range of fashionable clothing 

in quick succession—exploring relationships between fantasy and fashion and pointing to 

“cinema's desire to target not just middle-class women, but also housewives and lower 

middle-class women, whose lives maybe devoid of fashion” (2007, 100). Mazumdar 

suggests that the heroine's aggressive dancing points to a new generation of female youth 

culture and opens up “a fleeting performative space for women's desires” (108). The 

contemporary Bollywood film continues to show the fashion-fantasy-travel nexus 

through the heroine and her aggressive dancing. It is now known as the heavily 

sexualized item number usually located and choreographed in an elaborately constructed 

set.  

The multiplex film however, has in many instances done away with the song-and-

dance sequence—often the primary vehicle for the display of sexualized female desire 

through consumption. Several female actors in the industry have been instrumental to 

these changes in film content and narrative organization—refusing roles that only want 

them to be spectacularized props.  Importantly, several multiplex films also do not have 

significant male leads but focus on the female characters. As examples like Pink and 

NH10 show, the multiplex film has also begun to venture into the other realms of gender 
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and representation like everyday misogyny, discrimination, and the nexus of violence, 

power, and control in the city.  

 I argue that the new discourses around the female actor and star in the country are 

a significant reason for the seeming endurance of the “multiplex film” and its darker 

engagements with the questions of gender on screen. The Hindi film actress has always 

occupied an ambiguous space in Indian social life. She has always been a figure 

promising the fantasy of an inherently “Indian,” “ideal womanhood” to her male 

audience while walking the tightrope between the masculine/material domain of the 

outside world and the feminine/spiritual kernel of the private sphere (Majumdar 2001, 

Mitra 2012). This duality also explains the erstwhile automatic “retirement” of an actress 

from screen immediately after marriage. Her entry into the marital sphere automatically 

signified that she now “belonged” to another man, and therefore, her body was no longer 

considered “pure/ virginal” enough to fuel male audience fantasies—pointing to the 

unspoken discourses around the accessibility to the body of the female star. Female stars 

would also often talk about the “bliss” of domesticity and motherhood, marking a 

symbolic “return” from public to a private space, where they always originally belonged.  

 In the last decade, two simultaneous trends that have challenged the above: the 

woman on screen has occupied newer spaces (as discussed in my film case studies) and 

several female actors have spoken up against sexism in the industry, the significant gap in 

wages, and refused roles in male-dominated narratives where they are just 

interchangeable props. A-list actresses have begun to produce their own films and several 

directors and production houses have made films with only female leads and no major 
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male actor (unthinkable for the pre-multiplex era in India). These films have succeeded at 

the box-office. Actresses have also begun to take on roles that deviate significantly from 

earlier multiple variations on the sexually chaste “good Indian girl/wife.” In The Dirty 

Picture (2011), for instance a prominent female star, Vidya Balan plays an overweight 

sex siren from 80s B-grade South Indian films, Silk Smitha. This choice was met with 

enormous positive press for her courage to accept such a role and for displaying a body 

type that defied norms of conventional beauty. Kahaani (Story, Sujoy Ghosh, 2012), a 

taut crime thriller, followed this film where Balan is a heavily pregnant woman in search 

of her missing husband in Calcutta. Anuksha Sharma, a very successful young actress, 

usually associated with mainstream Bollywood, produced NH10. In Queen (Vikas Bahl, 

2015) one of the most popular and lauded films of recent times, Kangana Ranaut essays 

the role of a sheltered middle-class girl who is left by her finance on the eve of their 

wedding because she is not “cool” enough for him anymore. Devastated, she takes off 

alone on their pre-planned honeymoon to Europe and embarks upon a journey of self-

discovery. In Margarita with a Straw (Shonali Bose, 2015) Kalki Koechlin is a bisexual 

young girl with cerebral palsy, coming to terms with her sexuality and revealing it to her 

mother. 

             Given this diversity in form and content, how can we identify the key 

elements of a multiplex film? Can it be classified as a genre in itself? Some recent 

scholarship has looked at specific aspects of these films. Ranjani Mazumdar (2011, 156) 

for instance, looks at the depiction of urban space in these films. She traces a breakdown 

in the codes of melodrama in the multiplex era of filmmaking thereby creating alternative 
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spectatorial engagements. She calls this cinema positioned on the margins of the popular 

the “Urban Fringe” based on the imaginary of new spectator who can finally handle a 

different kind of cinema and defines it as: 

…anti-genealogical, rhizomatic formation that is not easy to categorize but 
constantly surprises us with innovation and experimentation. The films do not 
speak the language of counterculture or realism associated with the Indian art 
cinema movement of the 1970s. Nor do the films adhere to dark stories crafted 
in gangster films...In the Urban Fringe the epic scale of melodrama becomes 
small, the cavities are made starkly visible, friction is overwhelming and the 
characters no longer need to be redeemed. Like a virus, the Fringe exists 
alongside the delirium of globalization today portraying space as a bad object. 
Experimenting with the morphology of vision, the Fringe pushes the 
possibility of seeing through narrative and spatial journeys that appear 
unfamiliar in relation to the melodramatic form of popular cinema. 

 
While some of the early multiplex films started out as “fringe” cinema, and 

provided a counter-narrative of spatial engagements with the city, the steadily rising 

number of these films just in the last decade (2006-2016) signals towards a revision of its 

“fringe” status. Several established mainstream production houses are teaming up with 

smaller alternative ones. Examples include Dharma Productions and Phantom films for 

Hasee Toh Phasee (She Smiles, She’s Snared, Vinil Mathew, 2014), Yash Raj Films and 

Dibakar Banerjee Productions for Titli (Butterfly, Kanu Behl, 2015). Thus we see that the 

multiplex film presents a different mode of engagement with the dominant and popular 

understanding of some of Hindi cinema’s more enduring ideologies around family, 

gender, the rural-urban divide and ultimately the nation itself. Next, we examine the 

relationship between this new genre and its exhibition space. 
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LIGHT SPACE/DARK SPACE 

 
            In Chapter 2, I delineated the various ways in which the site of the mall 

and the multiplex seek to eliminate all dirt, disorder, and potential miscegenation to 

create a safe and sanitized environment for film viewing. All psychogeographic 

uneasiness is transferred to the space/site of the “multiplex film.” In other words, as I also 

showed in the previous chapter, the multiplex creates a gendered architectural 

environment that privileges domestic and familiar comfort for middle-and-upper-middle 

class viewers. As Jyotsna Kapur (2009, 156) states: “it is the world that has been shut 

outside the mall that reappears on the multiplex screen as a thrill for those who live as 

tourists in their home cities.” However, in literature and art, the home has always been 

the primary site for haunting, doubling and dismembering, while the modern city with its 

labyrinthine spaces has been the predominant site for modern anxiety. Sigmund Freud’s 

1919 essay shows that the origins of the uncanny, or the unheimlich, lies in the domestic 

environment or the heimlich, thus making it forceful in interpreting relationships between 

psyche and dwelling, body and the home, the individual and the metropolis (Vidler 1992, 

x). The uncanny often refers to the domestication of terror—the “fundamental propensity 

of the familiar to turn on its owners, suddenly to become defamiliarized, derealized, as if 

in a dream” (Vidler 1992,7). The uncanny was thus, in its first incarnation, a bourgeoisie 

fear, best experienced within the material security of the interior, where the pleasures 

evoked by terrors were kept under control. As Ernst Bloch remarks in The Philosophical 

View of the Detective Novel (in Vidler 1992, 4): 
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The setting in which detective stories are enjoyed the most is too cozy. In a 
comfortable chair, under the nocturnal floor lamp with tea, rum and tobacco, 
personally secure and peacefully immersed in dangerous things, which are 
shallow.  

 

The uncanny has had a long-standing relationship with its metaphorical home, in 

architecture, from haunted houses that invite terror and then to the larger domain of the 

city made strange by architectural incursions of modernity. In both cases, as Vidler 

(1992, 11) clarifies, the uncanny is not a property or a quality of any space per say, it is:  

 
…an aesthetic dimension, a representation of a mental state of projection 

that precisely elides the boundaries of the real and the unreal in order to provoke a 
disturbing ambiguity, a slippage between waking and dreaming.  

 
Here, I use Vidler's notions of the “architectural uncanny” to interpret the 

relationship between contemporary malls and multiplexes and the Delhi subgenre of the 

“multiplex film” in India. I extend these notions to the postcolonial context by drawing 

upon Homi Bhabha's analysis of the “unhomely”: “the unhomely moment relates the 

traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of 

political existence.” This rings true for postcolonial cities which had initially modeled 

their urban plans on western modernist notions of “dark” and “light” space (Vidler 1992), 

seeking to divide the “civic from the criminal, the public from the private, the human 

from the non-human” (Vasudevan 2010, 19) to be controlled by the government and legal 

systems. Especially in Delhi, the utopia of the modernist vision of they city began to be 

purged with a more technocratic urban design, creating particular visions of what was 



 227 

deemed appropriate in India's vision of a modern life. This functioned on the implicit idea 

of the city as a machine run on a technocratic apparatus.  

However, in the current moment of the prolific and dizzying circulation of media, 

this 20th-century idea of a modern urbanism has seen a shift, not only in India but also 

across the postcolonial world creating a sense of dissonance and a significant 

rearrangement of the technologies of urban management (Vasudevan 2010). As Bhabha 

(1992, 141) had already stated: 

In a feverish stillness, the intimate recesses of the domestic space become sites for 
history's most intricate invasions. In that displacement the border between home 
and world becomes confused; and, uncannily, the private and the public become 
part of each other, forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting. 
In the stirrings of the unhomely, another world becomes visible. 

 
Within this postcolonial framework, I read the multiplex as a site that seeks to project 

itself as an extension of the “home theater” which becomes “unhomely” by making 

another disorienting world full of hidden psychic histories visible through the multiplex 

film, but within carefully constructed interiors. The architectural event is inter-connected 

across both platforms. As mentioned before, Gopalan suggests that Indian cinema's 

unique generic conventions—or “interruptions”—are attuned to viewing pleasures by 

being able to read audience desires. Similarly, I suggest that the multiplex film can read 

their audience desires for safe anxiety tourism.   

           The multiplex creates an architectural environment that invites the 

audience to partake of the “multiplex film” of worlds both familiar and unfamiliar to 

them. In a safe environment, surrounded by others of the same socio-economic bracket 
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and under the garbs of attending a spectacular event replete with technological and 

gastronomic delights, the middle-class audience can mirror their subjectivity back to 

themselves. The multiplex takes the viewer into a space where the film can address the 

most complex or uncanny aspects of urbanity and at the same time negate the need to 

make this experience “public” when it can so easily be appropriated in “private.”   

CONCLUSION 

 
In this chapter, I have looked at how and why the new genre of the Delhi 

“multiplex film” must be studied in context of the spatial experience of its exhibition 

spaces. I have delineated a few ways in which the “multiplex film” presents significant 

deviations from the generic and popular conventions of Hindi cinema. Through a close 

reading of three recent Delhi multiplex films that have presented newer modes of 

engagement with gender—NH10, Pink, and Dev D, this chapter suggests that the violent 

and misogynistic environment of everyday life in the city has become especially 

prominent on-screen. The “multiplex audience” for whom these films are made are 

already familiar with the several real life incidences and stories that these narratives draw 

upon. Therefore Hindi cinema is now reproducing middle-class audience anxieties in 

newer with an emphasis on what is disturbingly familiar to them. These films are made 

palatable to an upper and middle-class audience through several visible tropes of techno-

architectural “security” at the mall and the multiplex.  

Ultimately, the multiplex film and the spatial design of the malltiplex must be 

read as two sides of the same coin, with narratives of pleasures and anxieties saturating 
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both the spaces. These are entirely new regimes of related pleasures and anxieties from 

which the cinematic architectural event arises in India: presenting foremost, a significant 

departure from the culture of the single-screen cinemas, where the unpredictability and 

excess could not be safely controlled. In the next chapter, I look at cinema tourism across 

the contemporary middle-class narrative of the “death” of the single-screen talkie 

juxtaposed with the multiplex's move towards innovations like virtual reality lounges, the 

Superplex, and 4DX viewing technologies. 
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Chapter 4: Cinema, Time, and Sensation: Nostalgia and the Digital-
Delirium of the City  

 
This chapter offers a juxtaposition of two seemingly contradictory ideas of 

cinema space that permeates contemporary Delhi. The first is a middle-class nostalgic 

and somewhat tactile yearning for “lost” and “dead” space. This includes both the 

physical site of the single-screens cinema and the “era” of film viewing that it contained. 

The second is the multiplex’s heighted move towards the hyper-real and the sensational 

with the recent introduction of the Superplex, the Virtual Reality Lounge, and 4DX 

viewing technology. What is the relationship between these two seemingly disparate but 

contemporaneously existing sensory cinema spaces and experiences in the city? What do 

they tell us about gendered middle-class pleasures and anxieties?  

In this chapter, I argue that the single-screen and multiplex are related immersive 

spaces, whose environments must be read together to understand the multisensory 

cinematic and architectural event in the contemporary postcolonial media city and its 

relationship to urban anxiety. In other words, each is emblematically present in the other. 

This chapter presents close case studies of some of the kinds of transmogrification that 

Delhi’s cinemas are experiencing in the context of the city’s relationship to globalization, 

technology, anxiety, and frequent accidents. Through this sensory recall of cinema space, 

I suggest that the multiplex is continuously creating new corporeal events for the city’s 

middle and upper-class audiences for them to be able to experience thrill, adrenaline, and 

shock, i.e., sensations which would otherwise become unpalatable and “dangerous” in the 



 231 

larger unregulated space of the city, which in turn is made even more ambiguous when 

viewed from the skin of the malltiplex. 

This chapter consists of three sections. First, I unpack a recent middle-class 

nostalgia event in Delhi: the closure of one of the city’s oldest colonial era Art Deco 

theaters, Regal. Regal decided to close with the screenings of two cult Hindi films from 

its heydays, Sangam (Union, Raj Kapoor, 1964) and Mera Naam Joker (My Name is 

Joker, Raj Kapoor, 1970) instead of any recent Bollywood blockbuster. The choice of 

films was also meant to evoke memories of yesteryear superstar Raj Kapoor, whose films 

regularly premiered at Regal. The audience for these two “last shows” was composed of 

mostly middle and upper middle-class audiences who had come to re-live the experience 

of watching a film at Regal for the “last time.” Audiences, journalists, and employees of 

the cinema recounted several stories from the bygone years of Regal’s glory. The event 

was extensively covered in print, television, and social media with a special emphasis on 

the middle-class recollections of Regal’s heydays. This is a part of a larger trend in the 

last few years where the English language press has frequently reported on the universal 

“passing” of the era of the single-screen in the city—though this remains true only for the 

upper and middle classes, and especially female audiences. I interviewed several 

“multiplex audiences” on their cultural memories of going to the single-screen, which 

revealed an intense nostalgia for the tactile pleasures and anxieties of transgressing the 

codes of gender and class for a few hours. Using Laura Marks’s theory of “analog 

nostalgia,” I show how the events around the closure of Regal witnessed a surreal playing 

out of these cultural memories in real-time, which gives important insights into audience 
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desires and helps to understand a certain kind of middle-class sensory tourism that has 

always been associated with cinema in India. 

 In the second section, I combine a close reading of visual artist Nandita Raman’s 

photo-essay “Cinema Play House” (2009) with ethnographic work and interviews with 

owners of Delhi’s existing and recently closed single-screens to show how cinemas in the 

city are in different stages of transmogrification—which ultimately means that audiences 

from lower-class backgrounds are being increasingly marginalized in the corporate, 

media, and state discourses of who constitutes the film-going “public” and “audience” in 

the city and what their desires/needs are perceived to be. Several old cinemas like 

Cinema Excelsior, Ritz, Paras and West End have shut shop in the last decade (not so 

much due to occupancy rates but a change in the class status of their audience base) while 

a few like Delite and Liberty continue to exist, repackaging themselves for middle-class 

audiences and especially women—who remain the major marker of a cinema’s social 

repute and its longevity.  

The third section looks at how the fears around catastrophic events at the cinema 

like bomb blasts and fires have added to heightened middle-class anxieties regarding the 

dangerously unstable space of the single-screen and the need for visible hyper-security 

and surveillance. This narrative also conforms to the predominant rhetoric of fear and the 

continuous use of new methods for “risk-aversion” that are embedded in the fabric of the 

contemporary globalized city.  

The final section examines some of PVR’s recent innovations towards a four- 

dimensional experience of cinema-tourism and cinema space and shows that the 
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multiplex’s architectonics now aspires to move into the realm of absolute immersion—

inviting the audiences literally to “enter the screen” and “visit” the movie like never 

before.  

Finally, I connect all these disparate phenomena to show how a simulated world 

inside the multiplex can only exist as a response to the world outside it. How then, might 

we interpret the intense nostalgia that followed the closure of Regal Cinema? It was 

centered on an artificial recreation of the “first day first show” sensation (“unruliness”) in 

India—a tradition that is now passé among the middle-class “multiplex audience.” Under 

what circumstances can the familiar sensations and memories of the single-screen talkie 

be activated in the contemporary malltiplex dominated cinema sensorium in the city? 

 Before I look at the events that surrounded Regal’s closure, we need to take a 

brief detour into the larger metamorphosis of cinema space in Delhi: the 

conversion/takeover of its single-screens into multiplexes. It must be noted that this has 

mostly happened in the posh central and southern parts of the city, and not so much 

towards the old city of Shahajanabad, or Old Delhi—where some of the oldest theaters 

are located—now mostly decrepit, ruined, fossilized structures. In the transformation of 

Delhi’s single screens into multiplexes, there is a decisive attempt to transform nostalgia 

into heritage—or an attempt to construct a linear narrative of the past “glory years.” 

Svetlana Boym (2002, xvii) in her landmark work on nostalgia points out that it is a 

fundamental condition of the rapidly globalizing world—a phenomena that has led to 

stronger local attachments. She argues: 
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…in counterpoint to our fascination with cyberspace and the virtual global 
village, there is no less global epidemic of nostalgia, an affective yearning for a 
community with a collective memory, a longing for continuity in a fragmented 
world. Nostalgia inevitably reappears as a defense mechanism in a time of 
accelerated rhythms of life and historical upheavals. 

 
 

           Pertinent to my current concerns, Boym also makes a distinction between heritage 

and nostalgia. While heritage refers to pride, nostalgia belongs to the realm of “guilt free 

homecoming.” In 2005, PVR Cinemas converted two of Delhi’s colonial Art Deco 

theaters, Plaza and Rivoli (located in the same vicinity as Regal), into a special category 

of multiplexes called “PVR Heritage.” Importantly, this conversion of the city’s cinemas 

into multiplexes happened simultaneously with the State-government sanctioned  “Return 

to Heritage Project” – or an attempt to bring back the “lost glory” of the British built 

Connaught Place (henceforth CP)—the center of business, commerce, and elite leisure in 

colonial Delhi. British architect Robert Tor Russell designed CP in Gregorian style 

architecture and modeled after the Royal Crescent in Bath, England and named after the 

Duke of Connaught. Regal, Rivoli, Plaza, and Odeon (taken over by another multiplex 

chain, Reliance Big Pictures) were the four major colonial era elite cinemas in the city, 

all built in the 1930s and 1940s. Post independence, and by the 1980s, the breakdown of 

the Delhi Masterplan combined with large-scale urban unrest and encroachments had 

altered the meticulous and confined design of CP. This coincided with the decline of 

moviegoing in the city. By the early 1990s, Plaza and Rivoli (much like Regal) had fallen 

into severe economic ruin, screening C-grade soft porn for male working-class 
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populations, though by this time even the C-circuit was struggling to stay afloat in the 

film exhibition sector.28  

 According to the New Delhi Municipal Corporation (NDMC) the “Return to 

Heritage Project” was undertaken to “revive” CP because “it may have lost its glory but 

the charm of the market still works on the people” (NDMC website). Here, it is useful to 

recall that the multiplex is a reformulation of the consumption and circulation practices 

associated with the traditional Indian bazaar. Amit Rai argues that the single-screen 

talkie and the multiplex should be seen as “different technologies of biopolitical control,” 

both capable of combining time and sensation “at the affective interface between bodies 

in population and technological evolution” (2010, 36). This is to suggest that the State’s 

desire to reinvent the “charm of the market” is in line with the corporate malltiplex’s 

biogram, which is situated at the intersection of population control, class segmentation, 

and the ideologies of the liberalizing Indian nation (also see Chapter 2). Further, the 

state’s desire to reconstruct the “past glory” of CP was in tandem with the larger 

“beautification” of the city in preparation for the Commonwealth Games of 2010. What is 

meant was a large scale uprooting of several colonies of working class populations and 

migrants and pushing them outside the city (see Dupont, 2011). 
                                                
28 In the mid-1980s, a majority of the single-screen cinemas (fifty five out of seventy two) in the city 
played C-grade films to keep themselves afloat—it was a regular source of profit. There were fifty 
distribution companies involved in the foreign and indigenous C-circuit trade (Singh 2003). One reason for 
this was also that the mainstream Hindi film industry was unable to make enough films in a single year to 
provide a steady stream of business to the theaters. By the mid-1990s the box office fortunes of the 
“morning show” (as the C-film was popularly referred to) had fallen drastically due to the arrival of the 
Internet and easy access to more explicit pornographic material. There was also a proliferation of cheap and 
pirated VCDs. The “morning show” was a peculiar phenomenon that reigned over the city’s exhibition 
cultures in the 1980s and early 1990s. For an excellent account of the waxing and waning of the C-circuit 
in Delhi see Brighupati Singh (2003). 
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 As noted above, the multiplex chain PVR Cinemas took control of the old 

colonial Art Deco theaters Plaza and Rivoli in 2005. The company’s brand book 

describes these as: 

PVR Heritage captures old world charm. Two of Delhi’s oldest and popular 
cinema halls, Plaza and Rivoli now enjoy their new avatars as PVR Plaza and 
PVR Rivoli respectively. PVR has restored some of the best-loved landmark 
movie halls in which generations have grown up watching films in and given back 
patrons a part of cinema history. 

 
 
It was here that PVR made a major exception: it decided to work with existing single-

screen cinemas whose location were pre-determined and not inside a mall. They wanted 

to – “uplift the older cinemas and bring them to a higher level of experience.” As Vikas 

Sabharwal (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2016) from the company’s design team 

explained: 

We are talking about Lutyens’ Delhi here, and the interest was obviously there, 
but the conditions in and around the hall were still rather bad [referring to the 
working class populations around the cinema]. Such cinemas belong to a different 
kind of movie experience, and we had to give back the old world charm to these 
areas. Their interiors are very different from the other PVRs. We have given a 
classical touch to the interiors there…the furniture is art-deco, the curtains have 
valences, we have put up chandeliers, and even the poster boxes are made of 
wood. We had to give the space a heritage look and feel, which appeals to the 
senses of the community around the hall. Such halls are not our revenue 
generators: they are more of visibility spaces for us.  

 

PVR Heritage is a continuation of the same ideas of colonial modernity and the 

urban form based on spatial segregation according to class status (as also discussed in 

Chapter 1). It is also reminiscent of the post-independence Nehruvian architectural 
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fascination with the design of Luyten’s Delhi—with its emphasis on centrifugal urban 

planning built on “displacing forms of life that were not considered sufficiently urban 

from the core” (Sundaram 2010, 178). By refurbishing the cinemas and giving them a 

“heritage look and feel,” or giving the audiences a slice of their own “cinema history,” 

PVR repackages middle-class nostalgia for itself and in turn limits “audiences” as a 

category to only those who can afford to pay a high price tag to experience “their 

history.”  

This is an example of what Boym has called “restorative nostalgia”—an attempt 

to rebuild the gaps in history, evoke national past and future, and view certain projects as 

“truth.” Restorative nostalgia manifests itself in “total reconstructions of the past” with a 

degree of symbolic formalization and ritualization. Thus PVR’s desire for a “slice of 

heritage” must be located within the larger ideological projects to “reclaim” Delhi’s 

geography and history or superimpose visions of the city’s past that suits the present 

corporate-state nexus. This is true not only of cinema space but also several ancient and 

medieval historical sites in the city (see Taneja 2008).  

Among the colonial-era theaters in Delhi, Regal was the only one that survived 

the multiplex onslaught until 2017. In the next section, I examine why the recent closure 

of this theater witnessed the playing out of a large-scale sensory nostalgia among the 

city’s upper and middle-classes. Why does the desire to access occasionally the pleasures, 

anxieties, and sensations of the “lost space” of the single-screen talkie continue to prevail 

among the current “multiplex audience?” How might this event and its relationship to the 
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experiences of cinema in the city be mapped? Is there a relationship between nostalgia 

and anxiety? 

ANALOG NOSTALGIA: THE CLOSURE OF REGAL THEATER 

 
Regal Theater was built in 1932 in Connaught Place, the epicenter of Delhi’s 

colonial design. Like the older picture palaces of the colonial era in other metropolitan 

cities like Bombay and Calcutta, Regal was also a venue for ballets, music, and theater. 

Regal was designed by the British architect Walter Sykes George and was a hallmark of 

the posh environs of Luyten’s Delhi, along with three other theaters: Plaza, Odeon, and 

Rivoli (all three of these have been converted to multiplexes in the last decade). Regal, by 

far the most reputed among the British cinemas in the city, had somehow averted 

becoming a multiplex until 2017. According to a report in The Big Indian Picture (Rishi 

Majumdar, June 2014) a prominent columnist for one of India’s leading English 

newspapers of the day, Hindustan Times, asked after visiting Connaught Place in 1936, 

“Is there truth in the rumors that New Delhi has become more cosmopolitan?” Rishi 

Majumdar writes “this cinema, the cultural epicenter of not just Connaught Place but also 

the new capital, formed a part of the answer.” 

          Regal remained an elite cinema till the 1970s after which it entered into a 

period of decline, along with the rest of the city’s single-screen talkies. According to Ravi 

Vasudevan (2003), the Dayal family, Regal’s owners for several decades, had a clear 

vision of the type of social and cultural capital that was associated with the hall. Top stars 

of the Hindi film world, like Raj Kapoor, British Viceroys, and post-independence 
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India’s political elite frequented the hall. Regal was also an important venue for the 

screenings of the parallel cinema movement of the 1970s. Vasudevan writes: 

earlier, going to the Regal was evidently a culturally esteemed leisure time 
practice. CP with its broad arcades, roads and parking arrangements, provides a 
readymade space for a variety of consumer practices and leisure time pursuits – 
buying, browsing, strolling ‘window shopping’, and spectator pleasures. 

 
Since the early 1990s, Regal had been catering to a very different class of audiences, and 

showing B-grade Hindi and soft porn films to keep afloat. The middle and upper-middle-

class audiences of the city had all but stopped coming to this theater in the last 20 to 25 

years. However, when Regal decided to close its doors for good on March 31st, 2017 an 

extensive nostalgia about the “lost space” swept through social media, the city’s middle-

classes, and the English language press. It saw middle-class audiences turning up in large 

numbers to see the “last shows” at the hall—two Raj Kapoor films from the 1970s, 

Sangam and Mera Naam Joker. 

       Regal’s demise is a part of a larger trend where nostalgic reportage from the 

English press has accompanied the closing of several single-screen cinemas in the city. 

Several newspapers have carried stories like “The End of Single Screens” (Times of 

India, 22 April, 2016), “Delhi’s Single-Screen Cinemas Inch Closer to Curtain Call” 

(Hindustan Times, 27 August, 2016), “Lights Out” (The Indian Express, 2 January, 

2017), “The Last Picture Shows: The Slow Death of Single-Screen Cinemas in Delhi” 

(Scroll, 30 January, 2017), “Curtains for single-screen theaters” (Live Mint, 23 March, 

2016),  and “Final Show” (Outlook, 20 January, 2017) etc. Most of these reports 
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chronicle the glory years of one particular cinema or another, with anecdotes from its 

previous middle-class audiences and employees. These cinemas have now been reduced 

to empty, crumbling, and ghostly structures with a smattering of working-class men in 

attendance. The economic might of the multiplex, the high rates of entertainment tax 

levied by the government, and finally India’s recent move towards demonetization29 have 

been cited as the key reasons for the quick and brutal demise of the single-screen. Regal, 

by far, has generated the most amount of press with its recent closure because of its 

exceptionally hallowed place in the history of cinema theaters in India and the capital. 

          An account of Regal’s “last show” in the Huffington Post (Indrani Basu, 31 

March, 2017) described the details of the scene: 

It was 1:30 AM when we staggered out of the theatre, after a four-hour film that 
was far too long even by Bollywood standards. But the show wasn't over yet. The 
cheering and singing that had started as our movie — Raj Kapoor's first color 
film Sangam — ended on Thursday night, continued as members of the audience, 
some 500 of them, poured out into the streets in front of Connaught Place's Regal 
Cinema. 

 
The report goes on to talk about the “carnivalesque” atmosphere of the night and the 

television cameras that stood ready to capture audiences singing together as they walked 

down the stairs to the lobby at that late hour: “the theater—usually silent and empty by 

this time—buzzed with activity.” Audiences now accustomed to the plush multiplexes 

                                                
29 On 8th November 2016, the Government of India decided to demonetize two currency notes INR 500 
($7.5) and INR 1000 ($16) in a sudden television address delivered by the Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 
In the subsequent weeks, the country faced severe cash shortages, and rampant disruptions throughout the 
economy. Daily wage earning laborers and other working class populations were the worst hit by the 
government’s decision. 
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did not seem to mind the bad sound, discolored picture quality, the unclean auditorium, 

or the lack of proper air conditioning. The report concludes with the following lines: 

As the men and women who had decided to spend a Thursday night watching the 
last day, last show at Regal filtered out, Delhi at night didn't feel so unsafe, and 
momentarily, you felt transported to another time, another era. A Bengali family 
watched other fans pull out posters to take home as keepsakes. The Banerjees had 
visited Regal for decades, and watched two shows at the theatre this week, for 
memory's sake. What did the theatre have over multiplexes? [Emphasis added] 
 

The middle-classes of Delhi, who had all but abandoned this theater, returned 

with a startling enthusiasm for all that had seemingly passed. As is evident from the news 

report, the audiences seemed well primed and rehearsed to reenact the affective pleasures 

of watching a film at a single-screen—invoking the performative tactics of spectatorship 

so common in the country. Several other news stories carried similar accounts of intense 

performative nostalgia. Many audience members also bought tickets in black—another 

practice associated with watching films at the single-screen—that is fast fading. This 

refers to the practice where men (mostly working class) would procure tickets long 

before a certain show is “houseful” at the theater. When tickets would be in high demand, 

they would then sell these pre-bought tickets for twice or thrice the amount. Though this 

practice has always been illegal, it was very much a part of the larger ecology of the 

single-screen where several informal economies organically functioned. Always some 

amount of thrill was associated with procuring tickets in black, especially among 

“respectable” middle-class, as it was a minor illegal activity.  
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Several audience members at Regal for the “last show” confessed that they were 

there for the celebration, because “nostalgia had hit us hard” (Times of India, 1 April, 

2017). A retired government official in his mid-60s and his wife who had made the trip to 

witness the theater’s closure from the suburb of Gurgaon said: 

This is Regal. This cinema hall can't shut down. Regal used to be our first choice 
because it was all about class. Back then, Regal was upmarket. Even if the same 
movie was running in a hall in Old Delhi, we would come here. 

 
Besides personal reminiscences the audience also displayed a great desire for the 

tactile pleasures of cheap coffee and samosa that the theater served. Employees of the 

hall repeatedly mention that they were inundated with requests for “wahi somosa, wahi 

coffee” (that samosa, that coffee). Audiences queued up to “taste” the theater for the last 

time. Old stories about Regal were recounted so frequently, they took the forms of the 

myth and the fable. Several younger middle-class audiences had also arrived at the 

closing of the theater (though they had never been here before) to relive the prosthetic 

memories of what they had heard from their parents and grandparents and found things to 

be “exactly the same!” All of this pointed to a middle-class desire to embrace intensely, 

just for one evening, all spatial and sensory experiences of the single-screen that they 

have long abandoned for the pleasures of the multiplex. As mentioned before, the 

pleasures and anxieties of the single-screen were primarily based on the spontaneous 

nature of film viewership and the possibility of transgressing socio-cultural boundaries to 

express one’s desire for the image on screen.  
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    Today, the image of the single-screen exists as a space of desire, memory, 

anxiety, and nostalgia for middle-class audiences. Laura Marks (2002) in her study of the 

digital video format found that a strong nostalgia existed for the analog form among 

digital filmmakers. This “analog nostalgia” was especially prevalent among the 

generations of filmmakers who were entirely trained in digital video formats. Marks 

noticed that digital video’s nostalgia for the analog was based on a “perverse celebration 

of its unnaturalness” (147). Analog and digital videos have different ways of recording 

the world. In the case of the analog, it has a body that is subject to the decays, dropouts, 

and other electronic realities of the world—“so we in turn share the video’s embodied 

perception” (148).  

I argue that the Indian multiplex audience’s nostalgia for the single-screen is also 

an instance of “analog nostalgia.” Marks points out that one of the key sites of digital 

nostalgia for the analog is a desire for “Firstness.” Firstness, she writes, “takes place in 

that microsecond when something appears to perception.” Single-screen cinemas in India 

were embodiments of “Firstness.” It was an intense desire to feel the “arrival” of a new 

blockbuster that drove the frenzy around the “first day, first show” event at the cinema 

(as also described in the Introduction). Analog video, like the single-screen event, 

“retains that sense of dumb wonderment in the face of the world” (148) or encountering 

something for the very first time. This extended beyond the film text into also the larger 

carnivalesque atmospheres of film exhibition. Nobody knew what could or could not 

happen during the “first day, first show.” This unpredictability was the condition from 

which the cinematic event at the single-screen occurred. 
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  In the course of my research, I interviewed several English speaking “multiplex 

audiences” on their memories of the single-screen. While several of the responses began 

with a deep nostalgia for the “golden days” they also revealed key tensions around gender 

and class that continues to tinge these “memories” with anxiety. Three male viewers in 

their mid-late 30s recalled: 

Viewer 1: Golden Days! There were 6-8 theaters: Plaza, Ratan Talkies, 
Vasundhara, Meenakshi, Uphar, Sujata, Mini Sujata, Welfare, Sainik Theater. 
Now all have closed, taken over or refurbished into multiplexes…but still cannot 
forget that lathi charge entrance [methods of crowd control employed by the 
police] nor ghukta chewing crowd [oblique reference to the tobacco chewing 
practices of working class males], special entry for ladies, stale popcorn, oil 
dripping samosa, but above all vendors running openers on bottles with that 
sound, trring trring and you knew that intermission was one minute away. 

Viewer 2: I'd like to pay tribute to single-screen cinemas in Delhi, which are very 
dear to me. These places planted the seeds of my love for movies. Sapna Cinema - 
I had the privilege of staying two minutes away between the years 1985 to 1993. 
The convenient proximity meant that my folks took me almost on a weekly basis 
to watch movies. The place was run-down and the popcorn was always stale, but I 
loved it. A memorable moment was one that I don’t even remember...my parents 
reminded me of it. The year was 1986, I was 8 years old. My folks took me to 
watch Karma. I remember going for the show, but here comes the memorable 
part…remember the climax when Dilip Kumar stein guns the map of India around 
Dr Dang on the wall? My parents said, I stood up from my seat and started 
applauding. The rest of the audience took a cue from me and started clapping 
wildly too! Perhaps I was so emotionally overwhelmed by the scene that I don’t 
remember it…I'd like to say thank you to these grand dames for all the good 
times. The coming of multiplexes changed the cinema-going experience, but I still 
yearn for the old days. 

Viewer 3: Once I went to see Namak Halal and in balcony (a alien term for 
today's generation) only one fan was operating so entire crowd was sitting around 
it.  
 
Ticket price are around 25 - 30 rupees max. No AC, No cushioned chairs, No 
crystal clear screen. No cleanliness, etc. 
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But the fun is different… the eatables are super tasty and cheap. You sing along 
with song playing on the screen. The crowd out there know how to cherish that 
film. The whole experience is nostalgic. 

 
 

             Single-screen talkies were also extremely political sites. Various political parties 

prevented (and often continue to do so) the screenings of films they consider “hurtful” to 

all kinds of sentiments ranging from moral, religious, national but most often a conflation 

of the three. As one viewer told me: 

We once went to watch Manisha Koirala's infamous Ek Choti Si Love Story30 and 
my god the scenes outside the theatre were like as if it were a big Diwali smasher 
or an Eid release…a lot of theaters had been vandalized though by Shiv Sainiks31 
and the right wingers…all the while we were inside in the dark and the danger of 
being caught by police was palpable with the image of being carried out 
handcuffed with a black hood over our heads! In fact all of the junta were 
conscious of the fact that the theater could be frisked at any point...it was like 
going and watching a porno...there was not a single woman in the hall... 

 
Even for male viewers, class anxiety was rampant. A middle-class male viewer recounts 

his experience of watching a “morning show”: 

There was this cinema called Rachna near my place, which was notorious for 
showing the not-so-pleasant stuff. I decided to pay a visit with a friend and we 
bunked school together to catch the 9 AM show of this film called Howling II: 
Stirba Werewolf-- Bitch. We entered and there were only drunk rickshaw-pullers 
and drivers who were shouting hooting and abusing left right and center. “Harami 
aurat chal kapde utar” [Take off your clothes, slut!] I thoroughly believe in 

                                                
30 Ek Choti Si Love Story (A Small Love Story, Shashikal A. Nair, 2002) was controversial upon its release 
because the narrative revolved around a 15 year old boy’s voyeuristic obsession with his older female 
neighbor, featuring scenes of masturbation, nudity etc. which were virtually absent from Bollywood’s 
“clean” cinematic universe at this time. 
31 The Shiv Sena (founded in 1966) is a far-right political outfit based out of Maharashtra, with a 
significant presence in Mumbai. Staunch supporters of Hindu nationalism, they have been responsible for 
several violent incidences of communal riots and other disruptive actions. They see themselves are the 
moral and cultural guardians of India’s Hindu identity, and often violently protest against the content of 
Bollywood films along with celebrations of “western” influences like Valentine’s Day etc. 
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dignity of labor but the ruckus, the language and the unruly behavior totally put us 
off and we stormed out even before the film could reach whatever conclusion. 

 

The Facebook Hindi film fans group from which I solicited these responses has several 

active female members. However, very few of them shared their experiences of single-

screen cinemas. One female viewer however said: 

Watched Hum (We, Mukul Anand, 1991) in a theatre and when jumma chumma 
[popular song] started everybody started doing a pelvic dance movement. We 
watched from the balcony, my mother was aghast! We didn't watch another Hindi 
movie for a while but I was hooked. The uninhibited madness made me a fan for 
life. 

 
My respondent’s comments also reveal that despite codes of conduct and appropriate film 

viewing behavior that operate at the multiplex, some middle-class audience members 

harbor desires to occasionally “perform” their fandom at the cinema. As a young college- 

going female respondent, from a middle-class family, explained: 

We all watch shows at multiplexes. But there will be people from our generation 
who will watch Queen at a multiplex, or I saw Highway at the multiplex for 
instance [these two films are “multiplex films”] but would never go out and watch 
a Salman Khan Eid release32 at a multiplex [big budget Bollywood blockbuster 
starring a major A-list actor] because there is a certain way in which you act there 
[at a single screen]—you catcall, you barely hear the dialogues, you throw coins 
at the screen, you clap along—so there is a particular way in which you have to 
act out the experience of watching a Salman Khan film, which women don’t do. I 
have noticed the glaring absence of women from those places. I have actually 
walked down Anwar Shah Road on an Eid release and not seen a single woman in 
front of Navina [single-screen]. Not one! 

 
What emerges from these responses is an intense interplay of memory/nostalgia 

with both pleasure and anxiety. Bollywood superstar Salman Khan—and the peculiar 
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brand of stardom associated with him—is significant here. More than any of the other 

male stars, Khan remains emblematic of the tactility of the single-screen culture: both in 

terms of film content and the types of fan and viewing activities associated with that 

space. His solid fan base is composed largely of lower-and working-class Muslim 

males—or bodies that are firmly outside the multiplex imagination of their “polite 

audiences.” Unlike Shahrukh Khan, whose stardom is based on his big-budget romantic 

melodramas and popularity among diasporic audiences, Salman Khan’s genre is action 

and stunts—often lacking entirely in narrative content.  

The desire to occasionally visit this “other” world is strong among middle-class 

multiplex audiences. Several audience (both male and female) members with whom I 

spoke specifically commented on how a Salman Khan film cannot be enjoyed 

appropriately at the multiplex. For instance, one viewer took the younger members of his 

family to a single-screen so that they could really experience India’s film viewing culture. 

He said: 

So finally I saw Bajrangi Bhaijaan (A Salman Khan film that released in July 
2015) last night at the famous Gaiety cinemas in Mumbai. Forget the script/story 
for a moment watching this movie amidst a sea of crazy Salman Khan fans was in 
itself an experience to cherish. Couldn't hear half the movie for the 
whistles/cheers that went around the nook & corner of this cinema hall. I mean 
there were like dozens of guys dancing during 'Selfie Le Le...' 

Say whatever you may about this actor…but I have never seen such a crazy fan 
following at least in last one decade…I chose this cinema hall keeping in mind 
this kind of an environment, my advice to all is to do the same and to watch it in 
some crazy single screen kinda cinemas: if you really want to enjoy or feel the 
“Salman Khan experience” [Emphasis added]. 
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Similarly, an owner of a single-screen cinema in Delhi told me that people who 

usually watch films in multiplexes regularly come to this cinema to watch a Salman Khan 

film “because they want the experience of audience participation.” Multiplex audiences 

complain that they cannot watch these films in a multiplex because everybody is quiet. At 

the single-screen, “the audience effects and participation are quite substantial. The 

clapping is so well-timed, it starts exactly on time and stops before the next dialogue!” 

(Personal Interview, Rajan Gupta, Owner, Liberty Cinema, 16 April, 2015). In other 

words, certain sections of the multiplex going middle classes (especially the youth) 

occasionally desire to opt out of the orderly viewing codes of the multiplex and “visit” 

the single-screen—for an affective reenactment of that which is “lost” or cannot be 

adequately felt at the multiplex despite its reinvention and reconfiguration of the filmi 

“time pass.”  

 I argue that a strong “analog nostalgia” for the time and sensation of the 

immersive and tactile experiences of the single-screen talkie and the pre-multiplex codes 

of the popular Hindi film continues to exist among the “multiplexed” middle-classes, 

which emerge at specific affective moments, like the release of the Salman Khan film. It 

must also be noted that several big budget Bollywood films starring A-list male hyper- 

masculine male actors like Salman Khan, Akshay Kumar, and Ajay Devgan are often 

consciously repackaged kitsch versions of the obvious codes of the ideal Bombay masala 

film.33 In the course of my interviews, several people associated with the film industry 

                                                
33 Examples of this retro-masala genre include Dabangg (Fearless, Abhinav Kashyap, 2010), Golmaal 
Series (Chaos, Rohit Shetty, 2006, 2008, 2010), Bodyguard (Siddique, 2011), Rowdy Rathore (Prabu Deva, 
2012) etc. 
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repeated mentioned these actors as “single-screen actors.” In other words, if the 

“multiplex film” seeks to consciously dislocate the popular and generic conventions of 

Hindi cinema, then the consciously marked “single-screen film” (though they do play 

very successful at the multiplexes) presents a hyper digitized kitsch version of those very 

generic codes replete with over the top action, mindless comedic subplots, and sometimes 

vulgar and overtly sexualized song and dance sequences. Even the visual regimes of these 

films marked by heavily saturated posters and colors harkens back to the hand drawn 

Hindi film poster of the pre-digital age— also an instance of “analog nostalgia.”   

 

 

Figure 30 & 31: The Visual Economy of the Contemporary Retro-Masala Film: 
Theatrical posters for Dabangg (2010) and Rowdy Rathore (2012).  

 
Svetlana Boym (2001, xv) reminds us that though nostalgia can seem like a 

yearning for a lost space, it is actually: 
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a yearning for a different time. In a broader sense, nostalgia is rebellion against 
the modern idea of time, the time of history and progress. The nostalgic desires to 
obliterate history and turn it into private or collective mythology, to revisit time 
like space, refusing to surrender to the irreversibility of time that plagues the 
human condition. 

 
                       However, while the middle-classes can enjoy a nostalgic and touristic 

experience of the “old school” Bollywood film in the sensory-immersive environment of 

the single-screen talkie, the opposite cannot happen. A “multiplex film” with its “edgy” 

content cannot be fully partaken of in the unregulated space of the single-screen. It is an 

anxious space where anything can happen, a far cry from the vigilantly controlled 

environment of the mall and the multiplex. The kind of female sexuality on display in a 

“multiplex film” like Dev D is only meant for audiences familiar with the codes of 

globalized India. Who is the “desirable audience” for the display of sexuality and 

experience of pleasure in India? Along with changing the laws for malls and multiplexes 

to thrive, the government has also cancelled the licenses of several single-screens in the 

Delhi over different issues with electricity, land, and exhibition rights. Anand Vivek 

Taneja (2005, 295) argues that the image of the “liberated” woman in Bombay cinema is 

only meant for elite audiences, while all other desire for visual pleasure is considered 

illegal and or/despicable. The rapid closing of the city’s single-screens only means that 

non-elite audiences are entirely being pushed out of the exhibition sector. As one 

journalist pointed out: 

The Delhi Times is filled with upper middle class people who have returned to be 
present at Regal's grand farewell party, and are happy to pay 300 rupees in black 
to let their mothers watch Raj Kapoor's Sangam and reminisce about their youth. 
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There is no mention of the hundreds, perhaps thousands of viewers who could, 
until yesterday, afford to watch a film in a Connaught Place theatre, and who have 
been quietly been added to the vast masses that will now no longer be able to go 
to the cinema. 

 
According to Marks (153), a characteristic feature of “analog nostalgia” is a desire for 

indexicality, or a reference point in an age when most mediated experiences are 

simulations. There is a desire to hunt for “unmediated reality.” The Indian multiplex 

audience’s “retrospective fondness” for the single-screen (at the moment of its “passing”) 

is a manifestation of this desire to experience an embodied pastness in the present. In the 

next section, I look at how the fossilized image of the single-screen intersects with the 

digital delirium of the multiplex. 

CINEMA PLAY HOUSE 

 
“Cinema Play House” (2009) is a photo essay by visual artist Nandita Raman.34 

These are black and white photographs of old cinema halls in India for which she won the 

first place and Juror’s Pick at the Daylight Multimedia and Center for Documentary 

Studies Photo Awards, 2010, Durham, North Carolina. Raman’s family owned a cinema 

in Varanasi, India, which shut down in the 1990s. Raman drew upon her own memories 

of the cinema in creating this work and said (from nanditaraman.com, 2017): 

                                                
34 Nandita Raman works with a range of mediums including photography, video and language. Her work 
has most notably been exhibited at Franz Josefs Kai3, Vienna, Center for Documentary Studies, Duke 
University and Columbia University. Her cinema hall photographs will be shown at George Eastman 
Museum in fall 2017. See https://www.nanditaraman.com/ 
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I am interested in the idiosyncrasies that exist in the older cinema spaces. The 
owners of the older single screen theaters were involved in its designing process. 
Some of the owners demanded to cater to the practical needs of the space while 
others used the opportunity to express their fancies. Either way they didn’t follow 
a template and each cinema was unique. These theaters seemed to contain cues to 
the psyche of the people who built it and who occupy it. As if the space and how 
it’s arranged is an extension of the occupier’s interior. I’m interested in usage: 
manifestations of interaction between the space and the people, over time. 

 

Below is a set of Raman’s photographs of Regal Cinema (reproduced here with the 

written permission of the artist). 

 

 

Figure 32: Regal Cinema, Exterior View 
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Figure 33: Regal Cinema, Main Lobby 

 

Figure 34: Regal Cinema, Outside the Auditorium 
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Figure 35: Regal Cinema, Auditorium 

  

Figure 36: Regal Cinema, Projection Room 
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Figure 37: Regal Cinema, Manager’s Office 

 
 

 
Figure 38: Regal Cinema, Staircase                     Figure 39: Regal Cinema, Hallway 
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These photographs use a direct, documentary approach—they are meant to 

conjure the stark emptiness of the cinema hall, which now seems devoid of any sense of 

activity or life. The artist’s focus is on expressing the vastness of space that the hall 

seems to occupy but without any purpose—a derelict structure, or a ruin. The first image, 

the exterior view of Regal, shows the cinema hall standing still and vacant while the 

frenzied delirium of the city moves all round it. The single-screen cinema in these 

photographs is an anachronistic, abandoned space but one that is strewn with relics of an 

earlier time-space: old film reels, an telephone set that no one uses anymore, and framed 

photographs of deceased film stars. The quick rhythms of the city seemed to have entirely 

halted inside the cinema. The cinema and the small, forgotten objects it contains can be 

read as fossils. Drawing from Deleuze and Walter Benjamin, Laura Marks (2000, 84-85) 

has discussed the fossil, which bears a direct relationship to photography. Both fossils 

and photographs bear the indexical trace of an object that once existed. Fossils are objects 

that are invested with sense memory and their capacity to “embody a past that is 

incommensurable with the present the image depicts.” They arise from a reality that is 

incongruous with its surroundings. In the case of the photographs above, both Regal and 

the many small fossilized objects it contains (like the telephone and the old film reels) 

cannot be “assigned a present by an act of remembering.” Benjamin (in Buck Morss 

1989, 4) read the entire history of post-industrial Europe in the forgotten objects left 

behind in the Paris arcades—“caves containing fossils of an animal presumed extinct,” 

referring to the early consumers of capitalism. He sees in fossils a power to witness 
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history that narratives lack (in Marks 2000, 85). In these haunting photos of Regal we can 

conjure the history of the city’s experience with different ideas of modernity and the ruin 

as an inevitable outcome of the “architecture of the modern” (Govil 2015).  

            The use of black and white is meaningful when compared to the 

architectural spectacle of light and saturated colors at the multiplex—also a 

characterizing feature of India’s post-globalization landscape. These photographs of 

Regal symbolize the organization of time, space, texture, tone, and color of Indian public 

life before liberalization. They also seem to suggest the cinema is frozen in time-space as 

the geography around it has rapidly moved and altered. Unlike the restorative nostalgia 

championed by the corporate-state nexus, Raman’s photos belong to the realm of 

“reflective nostalgia” which has elements of both “mourning and melancholia. While loss 

is never completely recalled, it has some connection to the loss of collective frameworks 

of memory” (Boym 2001, 550).  

           Another set of photographs depicts cinema halls in Old Delhi exhibiting C-

grade films and shows the near complete absence of women from these spaces. 
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Figure 40: Ticket booking counter at a 
single-screen cinema in Old Delhi. 
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Figure 41 & 42: Men loiter outside single-screen cinemas in Old Delhi. 

 

Figure 43: C-grade film posters on display outside a single-screen theater in Old Delhi 
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Figure 44: Security Guard, Cinema Excelsior, Old Delhi 

Figure 45: Projectionist, Cinema Excelsior, Old Delhi 
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Figure  46 & 47: Scenes outside single-screen cinemas, a man carries reels of film on his 
head, another gets his ears cleaned in front of a B-grade Hindi film poster. 
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Figure 48: Ticket booking window, Golcha Cinema, Central Delhi. 

 Women are invisible in these spaces except as displays on film posters, meant 

entirely for titillation. However, Raman herself is a female visual artist, and these 

photographers allow the female viewer access to spaces usually closed off to her. 

Raman’s ability to capture these overtly male spaces of the cinema hall perhaps comes 

from her own background—her family owned a cinema in the Indian small town 

Varanasi, in Uttar Pradesh. Raman says (nanditaraman.com, 2017): 

As a child a trip to the cinema was a big incentive. I would venture into the 
auditorium, explore the box office, projector rooms and manager’s office. I would 
collect the used bundles of tickets, posters, rejected film almost anything that was 
part of the theatre and could be spared. 
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Raman’s memories of having access to the geography of the cinema theater are 

reflected in these photographs: therefore her photo-archive is one of the few works of a 

working class cinema from a gendered vantage point. Therefore, if we recall Guiliana 

Bruno’s arguments about the imaginative flânerie as a feminist strategy of reading 

cinema and space, we see that Raman’s photos belong to the “haptic space of site 

seeing.” Such a tactic gives might enable women to engage with an environment that is 

defined and formed by the missing female audience.  

          In these photos, are also several male loiterers. In the South Asian context, 

loitering outside the cinema has significant political connotations and consequences. Rai 

(2010) has drawn a fascinating affective sketch of the pleasures and sensations of the 

(male) body in the popular practice of watching a film in a single-screen theater, the “first 

day, first show” (in itself a major event linked to the single-screen viewing cultures, as 

discussed earlier). Few other experiences where the acute masculine ecology of a public 

space is on better display. He breaks down this spectacular event and discusses in detail 

its “ecology of sensation” in the media saturated environment of India’s cities. He notes 

that almost all the “loiterers” for the first day first show event of a film were male and 

“this is an important aspect of how urban space and masculine performativity give to the 

event of media exhibition the suspense of an open threat” (35). The very act of loitering 

is imbibed with significance and an activity almost entirely closed off to women. Rai 

contends (2010, 41): 

Loitering is the general condition of affectivity—that is, of capturing value and 
producing sensation—of the media assembling body in the ecology of sensation 
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that traverses the single screen talkie to the contemporary malltiplex. The 
parceling of time, its divisibility and its continuous rhythms, acts on the body 
directly, producing both new habituations as well as potentially new 
assemblages…[loitering] media is not a gaze reducible to a subject position, but a 
mechanism of connectivity, memory, interruption, pause, lingering, stuttering and 
also of “time pass.”  

 
Rai recalls the courtyard outside the cinema to be a thoroughly masculinized 

space “crosshatched by different kinds of gendered gazes and bounded by a contingent 

kind of propriety.” The queue, for the tickets, “where it all starts” is a long line of men 

who have squished together to become one, “a single file of lanky, sweat-drenched men, 

leaning on each other for support; and every now and then a massive surge, and a push-

and-tug war would start and then die down” (43). Going back to Rai’s earlier comment 

about the presence of so many male loiterers in a public space considered to be an open 

threat, all these “unpredictable but patterned trajectories of felt flows” makes for the 

“sexualization of media populations” (45). This is why the managers of such timespaces 

feel the need to quarantine, control, and police this “potentializing of sensation felt 

between and through flesh” (ibid). The density of the cinema space is derived from these 

loiterers. Rai (50-51) argues that this “loitering zone” also politicizes the space because it 

contains the potential sometimes to redraw and blur the norms of social space; aural and 

visual pleasures can “literally be felt on the loitering body.”  

Raman’s pictures also evoke another significant sensory and affective aspect of 

the pleasures and anxieties of the single-screen: male fan activity and men’s ownership 

over the space of the cinema theater. The single-screen in India was always iconically 

fused with excessive amounts of male fandom and fan-activity for male stars— the 
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bedrocks of performative film viewing mentioned above. Cinema halls in Kolkata, where 

I grew up, for instance, would be demarcated by to which stars they “belonged” (in the 

imaginations of the fans and the fan-clubs that operated in that particular neighborhood). 

Theater management had little control over such imaginary ownerships. These fan clubs 

were made up of mostly young working class males devoted to one or the other Hindi 

film male star (in the 1980s and 1990s). On the day of the film release, fans would 

decorate the hall with flowers and garlands and often hold elaborate Hindu worship 

rituals (puja) even though some of the stars they were worshipping were Muslim (like 

Shahrukh Khan or Salman Khan). A huge life-size poster of the film would be placed 

atop the cinemas and the male hero in it would be garlanded several times over (as in 

common practice with gods in the country). In fact, it was not uncommon for the city’s 

traffic to be severely disrupted by these various fan activities erupting across the city on 

the day of a blockbuster release. These kinds of fan activities also spilled on to extra-

judicial terrains.  

           SV Srinivas (2000a) has written about similar fan activities in the South 

Indian state of Andhra Pradesh where mega-star Chiranjeevi  has over 3,000 Fan 

Associations (FAs). Excess characterizes fan activity. They repeatedly watch their star's 

films, obsess over trivial details of the star's life and are always ready to pick serious 

fights with anyone over their star—“practically all that they are seen or heard doing is 

usually sneered at by decent, reasonable, respectable people as being unnecessarily 

extravagant, hyperbolic excessive.” Srinivas writes that fans frequently took over the 

space of the cinema hall and left their mark over public spaces. These might take the 
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forms of slogans and signs drawn in public restrooms and the city walls and the elaborate 

decoration of the theaters. During the show, there is much shouting, whistling, cheering 

and fanfare, so much so that the film could barely be heard. There were frequent clashes 

between the fans and the police and cane-charges were not uncommon. In Hyderabad, 

fans caused significant damage to a theater when the management refused to play a song 

sequence for the third time (Srinivas, 2000a). When a star’s films fail at the box office, 

fans would often burn out distributor’s offices for withdrawing the film from the theater.   

While fan activity was prevalent all over the country, in South India, there were 

especially strong in numbers and display of fanatic behavior. The single-screen cinema 

was the main site for over the top, excessive displays of devotion to stars and their films. 

This was one of the main reasons that these sites were rife with anxieties around gender. 

As Raman’s photographs show, the single-screen was a space for male homosocial 

bonding. The performative spaces of the theatre, where the sensational excesses of the 

screen mingled with the feverish energies and excitement of the (male) audiences were 

certainly not domains where women were welcome. While several single-screens were 

designed for elite and middle-classes to feel comfortable in, their presence on the street 

eventually led to a co-option into the larger gendered spatial politics of the location it was 

based out of. 

           Though almost all single-screens in the country are/were family owned, the 

lack of a corporate structure of management meant that several different kinds of agents 

laid claim to the space of the hall. Anand Vivek Taneja’s (2005) research on Imperial 

Cinema in Delhi’s Pahargunj (now defunct, built in 1933) shows that in the post-partition 
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city goondagardi (hooliganism) was a prevalent characteristic of the cinema viewing 

culture. Local goons often “owned” halls as they were well known in the neighborhood 

and controlled the informal black market ticket rights of a particular hall—often leading 

to intense and violent tussles between the cinema’s management and the local goondas 

(goons) (also see Singh 2003). Taneja writes that (2005, 289) “the claims of sharing 

profits of the film trade were made through what seems like highly performative violence 

battles with the police, soda bottles hurled as projectiles, the ripping of seats.” The police 

would be stationed outside the cinema for six months at a time. What is significant is that 

when the battles between the management and police on one side and the goondas on the 

other was at its peak in the late 1950s and the 1960s, the hall was also running extremely 

successfully—attracting middle-class families and women—the “lumpen figure of the 

goonda was a contrast to the image of the bourgeois ‘gentry’/family man upon whom the 

presence of ‘ladies’ bestowed respectability” (289). Taneja’s work suggests that the 

“gentry” was the desirable/desired audience at the cinema—also a symbolic figure of 

Nehruvian modernity actively supported by the state, as discussed in Chapter 1 in the 

case of cinemas in the same part of the city, like Delite and Sheila. As I will show below, 

the multiplex with its “inexhaustible ambitions for a commodified sensorium” (Rai 2010, 

142) is also tied up in creating a sensory experience of cinema that is perceived to be safe 

immersive space for middle-class women. This can be mapped against the shifting nature 

of the “threat” in the postcolonial media city from catastrophic incidents like fire and 

road accidents to a widespread terror and suspicion associated with the presence of 

certain kinds of bodies and their desires. 
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RISK, THREAT, AND SPATIAL ANXIETY 

 
           The “gentry’s” deserting of single-screens halls (also a code for middle-

class women) is often cited as the main reason for its decline. The single-screens in the 

city that still exist have taken special provisions to ensure that women feel safe in their 

halls. Rajan Gupta owns Liberty Cinema in Karol Bagh, an important commercial and 

erstwhile domestic old neighborhood in Delhi, which was populated by upper and 

middle- classes in the 1950s-1970s. According to him the “classes” have abandoned the 

single-screens because the theaters cannot guarantee who will be in the “rest of the 

crowd.” He says (Personal Interview, 17 April, 2016): 

What we use to typically bifurcate in our minds earlier was the masses and the 
classes. Earlier we use to get all the masses and all the classes. Now we continue 
to get all the masses, but we get fewer classes. One of the reasons is anybody who 
affords to pay yet more than we charge in the balconies, they prefer to go to 
multiplexes. One of the things in the multiplexes, which we cannot guarantee, is 
the rest of the crowd. In the multiplex there will be nobody who cannot afford a 
200 rupee or a 150-rupee ticket. So the people you rub shoulders with is entirely 
different. 

 
Gupta also believes that the “classes” have chosen the multiplex for the “feeling 

of safety,” “just the way the masses look at women is itself offensive enough to drive 

people away to a place which feels safer, it’s not that it is safer, it feels safer.” Liberty, 

therefore, made sure to maintain a reputation of women being secure in the hall. Gupta 

has personally instructed his staff to make sure that when women buy tickets they are 

seated in spaces where they can spot other women. The last row of the theater is entirely 

reserved for women so that nobody is sitting behind them—“without them [female 
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audiences] actually knowing what was happening, over the years they tend to feel 

safer…and it’s the perception which is important not actually what is happening.”  

While the figure of the potential “terrorist” presents the major anticipated threat in 

the multiplex, at the single-screen, fear was associated with more basic threats to safety 

like fire, overcrowding, and stampedes, which post liberalization became associated with 

the visual, sonic, and, indeed, the overall fabric of the city. Phil Hubbard (2003) has 

elaborated on Ulrich Beck’s concept of the “risk society” which describes a climate of 

risk and anxiety associated with proliferation and multiplication, hallmarks of the 

contemporary capitalist city. Hubbard (52-53) notes that one of the primary aspects of the 

risk climate is “ambient fear”: a kind of constant fear that saturates everyday spaces, 

leading people to vigilantly monitor the small minutiae of their lives. Fear is no longer 

contained with extreme events but has spread insidiously to all mundane everyday spaces 

and activities. 

Ravi Sundaram (2010) has shown how the accident became one of the mainstays 

of urban life and commutes in Delhi from the late 1990s as the city became primarily 

organized around travel. The road became a constant source of dread and stress as the 

city’s sensorium was bombarded with constant news of gory road accidents (close to 

2000 people reportedly are killed in road accidents in Delhi each year). Sundaram writes 

(145): 

…narratives of consumption and spectacle coexisted with stories of death and 
disorder, sharpening the sensory experience of the growing metropolis. While the 
reporting technique was almost surgical it created a heightening of sensations 
through its sharp headlines and allegories of a dark city. 
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An everyday repetitive act like traveling became infused with the feeling of the 

uncanny. This generalized fear of public space and travel that spread through the city that 

made the once familiar road, thoroughly unfamiliar was felt most by Delhi’s lower 

classes. Sundaram also posits that these frequent accidents in the city reflected the city’s 

desire to possess space which leads to “destabilizing confusion of distinctions between 

the inner psychic world and the public ‘social,’ between ‘media truths’ and the urban 

experience” (144-145). This fear, uncertainty, and dread extended into the city’s single-

screen cinemas halls that in many ways were extensions of the public space of the road. 

Two catastrophic events at the cinema: fire and bomb blasts accelerated this fear. 

On 13 June 1997 (the same year that PVR started its operations in Delhi), the city 

faced one of its worst fire tragedies at the upscale Uphaar Cinema located in a middle-

class neighborhood in South Delhi. A generator caught fire in the basement of the 

cinema, and by the time the audiences realized what was happening, it was too late. 

Those inside the hall died of asphyxiation and stampede—leaving 59 people dead and 

over a 100 injured. Subsequent reports revealed that the owners of the cinema had 

severely flouted building safety laws. On 22 May 2005, a bomb went off in Liberty 

Cinema injuring over 50 people and leaving one dead. The cinema was showing a 

Bollywood film considered offensive to people of the Sikh faith and several complaints 

from Sikh religious leaders about the film’s content had occured. For the last two 

decades, the Supreme Court and the owners of the Uphaar cinema have been caught in a 

long drawn out court battle. The tragedy has kept circulating in the news, and especially 
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on Indian television that has a marked penchant for the graphic and the sensational. 

Photographs from the fateful day have been used to create several kinds of new visuals to 

be flashed on television: injured and dead victims, deployment of a massive police force, 

fire-fighters, ambulances, mug shots of victims—all adding to immense spatial anxiety 

about the increasingly volatile nature of public space in the city.  

 

 

Figure 49: Scenes outside Uphaar Cinema after the fire. Photo courtesy: Aaj Tak 
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Figure 51: “Uphaar Cinema Catastrophy” 
News headline grad from Hindi news 
channel Aaj Tak 

Figure 50: Scenes outside Uphaar Cinema after the fire, firemen try to evacuate people 
trapped inside the theater. Photo Courtesy: Mail Today 

 
While the single-screen talkie has often been seen as an extension of the street 

because it allowed for people of different classes to inhabit the same space, the mall and 

the multiplex is marketed as an enclosed version of the eclectic Indian street system. As I 

discussed in Chapter 2, the mall consciously tries to recreate certain zones that the 

middle-classes will find similar to the kind of organization of public space that they have 

been familiar with—a sanitized recreation of the bazaar. The media representation of the 

Uphaar tragedy continues to evoke an intense sensory image and memory of 

claustrophobia, fear, shock, ambulance and fire brigade sirens, and even the smell of 

burning. When these catastrophes at the cinema are combined with the everyday and 

frequent occurrence of the fatal road accident we find a “cycle of circulation, speed, 
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shock, more speed and violence, adds to the rapidly expanding catalog of new urban 

sensorium and stimuli” (Sundaram 2010, 159). Sensations of speed, shock, and violence 

therefore became the bedrocks of the new post-globalization kinetic subjectivity 

experienced by the urban dwellers of Delhi. 

              Ravi Sundaram has further elaborated on the relationship between speed 

and the “affective register of the new urban soundscape” (160). The increased 

dependence of motor travel led to a greater implication of movement itself into a specific 

“human-machine sensory environment” that was a combination of sound, tactility, and 

widespread impatience with other machines. The distinction between humans and 

machines on the roads of Delhi were increasingly blurred, along with divisions between 

private and public tragedy “suggesting a traumatic collapse between inner worlds and the 

sock of public encounters” (170-171). In chapter 3, I have discussed how Delhi 

“multiplex films” like NH10 and Dev D have also spoken to and tackled several real-life 

incidents that mirror the sensory experiences of the dark city— the infamous “road rage” 

deaths and the Sanjeev Nanda BMW case, along with the circulating clip of the DPS 

MMS Scandal. Urban populations became complicit in the world of technology, and the 

government, media, and middle-class discourse around the accident in the city shifted 

into the realm of control of the “unregulated”: roads, buses, reckless drivers, “deviant 

subjects.” Speed despite its fatal nature can also be addictive as a drug of modern 

circulation. As Schnapp (in Sundaram, 159) suggests: 

The driver...as the kinematic subject, once reshaped by repeated experiences of 
this stimulant, finds himself caught in an addiction loop, threatened on the one 
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hand, by monotony, and, on the other, by the need for ever new stimuli in order to 
maintain the same level of intensity. 

 
Thus, if the larger sensorium of the city is filled with speed-related catastrophes, then 

why is the multiplex continuously inventing new modes of sensory-events that further the 

blurring of the distinction between body and technology? As Doel and Clark (1997, in 

Hubbard 2003) assert, in a risk society, fear is also a source of profit. Fear can transform 

into a commodity that can be socialized and commodified. In the next section, I explore 

the relationship between the new and improved “immersive” environment of the 

multiplex and the anxious landscape of the city at large. 

IMMERSION AT THE MULTIPLEX: THE NEW SENSORY EVENT 

 
On March 21, 2017, just ten days before the Regal closed its doors for good, PVR 

launched Asia’s first Virtual Reality lounge (henceforth VR) at one of its multiplexes in 

the Delhi suburb of Noida. Created in collaboration with Hewitt Packard (HP), the 

computer technology giant, these VR lounges are meant to help audiences “kill” time in 

the multiplex lobby as they wait for the movie to begin. According to Gautam Dutta, the 

CEO of PVR (Personal Interview, 20 June, 2016): 

A lot of the consumer feedback pointed to a gap in the ways patrons can utilize 
the time before the movie starts, while they are in the lobby. We saw an 
opportunity to monetize those 20-25 minutes that the patrons have. There will be 
nine more after this one - 3 in Mumbai, 2 more in Delhi, 3 in the south and 2 in 
our East and Central (India) properties. The price point we have introduced this 
activity at is 100 INR per seat for around 15 minutes. 
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Drawing from genres like sci-fi, horror, action etc. these VR lounges are meant to 

blur the line between “what’s real and what’s not”—giving the viewer/player a short 15-

minute burst of an intensely immersive and participatory experience. The emphasis, 

according to Dutta, is not so much on content but on “experience.” Significantly, the 

content is a mash up of video games and films. PVR’s desire to move towards VR is a 

part of an attempt both to keep up with the latest trends in the entertainment industry and 

tap into new models of corporate partnerships and monetization. Internationally 

acclaimed Indian music director, A.R Rahman recently made his directorial debut in 

cinema through India’s first virtual reality film—a ten-minute short film called Le Musk 

(2017) described as a multisensory episodic film. (This film is yet to release.) The VR 

lounge is the latest in a series of recent developments at PVR, which includes the 

introduction of the Superplex and 4DX.  

          PVR Cinemas in the last few years has been increasingly moving towards 

“immersive” cinema viewing. The two latest progressions in space and technology, 

besides the VR lounge, have been the Superplex and the 4DX projection. The Superplex 

(opened in February 2017) has a 12-screen cinema, along with cafes, lounges, and a 

movie store. The Superplex “is specially designed to overawe customers with the sheer 

space, technology, aesthetics and functionality.” 4DX projection is meant for theaters 

with motion seats that are meant to respond in perfect sync to the action on screen. It 

produces enhanced vibrancy in color and granular detail on screen (as stated in the 

company’s Brand Book): 
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     You will be able to experience special effects such as wind, fog, lightning, and 
scents that enhance what you see on the screen. 4DX enables you to connect with 
the movie, sending you on a journey with the characters, and ultimately freeing 
yourself from the flat screen. 

Movie going is no longer just a simple viewing but an all-encompassing 
experience. Don’t just watch the movie, be in it. 

 

The cinema auditorium thus transforms from a display window into a tactile world that 

can bodily experience through sight, sound, touch, motion, and smell. Termed as the 

“absolute cinema experience,” 4DX is meant to take audiences beyond their traditional 

aural and visual boundaries. Two main kinds of effects are: motion seats and 

atmospherics. For instance, “fair air” shoots forwards air from the screen to the viewers 

to mimic the action happening on screen. There are also water, scent, fog, wind, rain, 

light, strobe and bubble effects designing “a new layer of immersion for audiences.” All 

this happens while patrons also enjoy some gourmet popcorn or a low-fat sandwich 

delivered to the seats at the press of a button. To add to this, the cinema also turns into a 

baby-sitter. PVR Playhouse, an auditorium that is part of the Superplex, is meant to keep 

children entertained while parents can enjoy their movie-event. It is described as a 

“beautiful ecosystem of dreams, which is as colorful as candy and as fuzzy as 

marshmallow.” This auditorium is packed with beanbags and a rubberized floor for easy 

toppling. The Superplex houses multiple categories of cinemas under the same roof. As 

also discussed in previous chapters, these include PVR Premiere, IMAX, Club Class, 

Gold Class, Playhouse, 4DX and ECX. 
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           Amit Rai (2009, 136-140) has written about how the multiplex is targeting 

the affects of the body in an unprecedented way, aiming for a total reconfiguration of the 

spacetime of the body—gendered, aged, communalized, classed, and caste-bodies. His 

argument is that the multiplex design dissociates the body from a specific sexual identity 

and targets the “virtual actual circuit of preindividual sensation.” This is meant to 

produce synesthetic sensations involving technologies of sounds, sight, taste, and tactility 

through the illusion of an infinite banal freedom of “choice” in movie, show times, food, 

drink and seats. The multiplex thus solicits the “full” immersion of the body in “image-

commodity consumption through the simulation of reality as its intensification.” Rai finds 

parallels between Benjamin’s study of the Paris arcades and the contemporary hybrid 

space of the multiplex in India: “arcades are houses or passages having no outside—like 

the dream.” At the multiplex the acts of killing, expelling, storing, spilling and rendering 

time fold the “divergent past and futurities of cinemagoing in India” and are all combined 

in the phrase “time pass” (165). The multiplex is continuously involved in the 

commodification of the various sensations of the body like thirst, hunger, appetite for star 

auras: “attention as continuous distraction” (165). This “total immersion” of the body 

takes place at the intersection of various kinds of cross-hatched gazes: the usher, the 

ticket counter personnel, the manager, the cashier, the surveillance cameras, and the 

viewer perform the role of the anonymous person, a valid ticket holder. As Rai says 

(166): 

The multiply connected body provides and activates the occasion of the event 
space through its surface, its flesh, its indeterminate neutral pathways, its brain--
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the target and instrument for affect. The sensorium that once seemed so hidden 
and spectacularized in the multiplex becomes banal: mere time pass. 

 
How is the multiplex’s tactics for a new sensory immersion connected to the 

fossilized single-screen talkies that remain as abandoned spaces or have entirely vanished 

from the city’s landscape? How is the contemporary experience of cinema space 

connected to the larger affective registers of public anxiety, threats, and catastrophic 

events in the city? Anxiety is a thoroughly bodily event—tapping into the sensory motor-

schemas of the body through trembling and palpitations making it one of the most 

affective expressions of the body. According to phenomenologist Dylan Trigg (2006) 

anxiety must have an object, and the agoraphobe is unable to dispel the myth around that 

object. For instance, for the agoraphobe a bridge is a means to enclose him within a 

world, “the edge of which marks a realm lost to its own haziness, as though it occupied a 

dreamscape removed from the existence of the waking subject” (10). Beyond the bridge, 

the rest of the city presents several instances of the object of anxiety becoming “too clear, 

too real, too formless.” Trigg writes: 

What lies beyond the bridge is not the continuation of a world constant with your 
own. Rather, the beyond is the world stripped of its image, revealed in its 
nakedness and exposed to an anonymity, which is concealed by dint of trepidation 
alone. 

 
Anxious urban subjects are aware that the creation of “home” requires a balance 

of illusion and indistinction and that “place making” requires constant vigilance. 

Following Merleau-Ponty, Trigg suggests that to see something “clearly” means neither 

being too close or too distant—where a thing: a body, or a home is embedded in the 



 279 

greatest ambiguity. He suggests that the adjoining affect to anxiety is not anger as is often 

thought but is, instead, nostalgia. He says (2006, 12): 

As with the window frame, nostalgia holds things in place, allows us to pre-view 
the scene before returning to it time and again. The movement of returning is 
telling. When we turn away from the object of anxiety in repulsion, then we do so 
with a curious desire to turn back to the scene. There exists in those brief seconds 
an epiphany, an imageless realm that spellbinds us. Of course, by the time we 
have in fact returned, our anxiety has disappeared, now mastered by the act of 
possession. What remains is nostalgia for the deserted space.  

 
Therefore, if the mall and the multiplex present the metaphorical “bridge” in the anxious 

experience of urban life in post liberalization Delhi, then it is only expected that its 

contiguous affect will be nostalgia for the “deserted space” of the single-screen. The 

contemporary malltiplex, I argue, is a sensory-aesthetic image of the postcolonial city’s 

experience with an uneven and traumatic globalization. As Rem Koolhaas (2002, 175) 

has tellingly written about Junkspaces (like malls, multiplexes, nightclubs): 

Continuity is the essence of Junkspace: it exploits any invention that enables 
expansion, deploys the infrastructure of the seamless: escalator, air-conditioning, 
sprinkler, fire shutter, hot air curtain...it is always interior, so extensive that you 
rarely perceive limits, it promotes disorientation by any means (mirror, polish, 
echo)...Junkspace is sealed, held together not by structure but by skin, like a 
bubble. 

 
This aesthetic image, or enveloping skin, has the capacity to “cast a spell over our 

affects, to captivate and fixate them” (Trigg 2006, 10). Thus, in conclusion, this chapter 

argues that in artificially engendering acutely tactile experiences and events at the cinema 

that are meant to let us experience thrilling waves of sound, fog, wind, air, sight, smell 

and even taste (adrenalin, shock, and stimuli)—the multiplex extends the event of the 
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film from the screen to an extended sensorium, a larger canvas that lets us “safely” and 

“hygienically” see everything that would otherwise repel us in the “unregulated” space of 

the city. The world outside the mall and the multiplex remains obscure, blurred, and 

indistinct (loiterers, fans, missing female audiences, catastrophic events, ruined and 

fossilized talkies), and in this ambiguity it remains frozen and strange.  
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Conclusion: Pleasure, Anxiety, and National “Hygiene” 

 
In the last two months of 2017, a major nationwide controversy erupted in India 

over the release the big budget Bollywood film Padmaavat. The film is the latest offering 

from contemporary Bollywood’s most opulent filmmaker, Sanjay Leela Bhansali 

(Devdas, Bajirao Mastaani, Ram Leela) whose oeuvre is known for its star power, 

coupled with emotional and visual excess. This film is also a technological marvel 

designed to match the screening capacities of the prolific Indian multiplex: it is one of the 

few 3D Bollywood films to be made in India. It is also the first Indian film that released 

in IMAX 3D format. The film is based on a legendary but fictional 14th Century Hindu 

queen, Padmini, whose only mention is in a poem. Sufi poet Malik Muhammad Jayasi 

penned it in 1540, a ballad about a Hindu Rajput Queen so beautiful that a Muslim ruler 

(Alauddin Khilji, a real historical figure) attacks her kingdom to have her. The virtuous 

queen self-immolates rather than submit to the designs of the sultan. She remains revered 

as a goddess in the North Indian state of Rajasthan and is worshipped as a symbol of 

Rajput pride and glory.  

A rumor that engulfed the making of the film from the beginning was this: an 

apparent “dream sequence” between Queen Padmini (Deepika Padukone) and Sultan 

Alauddin Khilji (Ranveer Singh) showed them in a sexually intimate position. 

Importantly, the two stars are rumored to be a relationship for the past several years. 

Rumors were also rife about the film portraying the Rajput community in a “bad light” 
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and of glorifying the Muslim ruler, all of which in some way undermines the supreme 

heroic sacrifice of pious queen/goddess Padmini. A song-and-dance sequence showing 

Deepika Padukone with her midriff bared was also found to be highly objectionable. 

Several members of the Rajput community, backed by fringe right-wing groups, 

vandalized the sets of the film several times, carried out major protests, assaulted the 

director, issued death threats, and placed bounties on the head and nose of Padukone, 

who also happens to be Bollywood’s reigning A-list female star. The film’s release 

(originally December 1) was pushed back indefinitely; the CBFC (Censor Board of Film 

Certification), and a team of historians were called in to view the film and decide on its 

“historical accuracy.” Five cuts and multiple disclaimers were included in the film.  

The Supreme Court cleared the film’s release; the title was changed from 

Padmaavati (the name of the queen) to Padmaavat (the title of the poem on which it is 

based). Padukone’s midriff was quickly covered up in the song sequence using CGI. The 

film finally released on 26 January 2018. Yet, several single-screen cinema owners as 

well as the multiplexes were too scared to screen the film, amidst rampant reports of the 

theaters screening the film being vandalized and audiences attacking. Several state 

governments and their chief ministers issued varying statements either supporting or 

criticizing the film for hurting “national sentiments” and stating whether or not they 

would “allow” the film to be screened in their state (despite the Supreme Court clearing 

the film for a nationwide release).  

Ironically, the film is entirely allied to the interests of the governing Hindu right-

wing political party BJP (Bhartiya Janta Party) and the several fringe and other Hindu 
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Rajput groups objecting to the so-called controversial content in the film. The director 

and the actors have cried themselves hoarse reiterating that the film is a tribute to Rajput 

pride and glory (and by extension a cogent narrativization of an ancient Hindu-India that 

valiantly fought a barbaric and demonic Muslim other). Far from the possibility of a 

dream between the sultan and the Hindu queen, the two do not even share a single frame 

in the film. In fact, the film provides a disturbing, immersive, and extensive glorification 

(in IMAX 3D) of the ancient and brutal practice of Sati and Jauhar: where Hindu women 

were expected to immolate in the funeral pyres of their husbands. The most visually 

striking scenes in the film belong to the grand climax. Hundreds of women clad in 

traditional, striking red bridal attire (including a pregnant woman and a little girl), led by 

the ethereal Padukone, jump into the fire after exulting the practice as the path of truth, 

pride, and righteousness. As mentioned above, several weeks of acute national anxiety 

fuelled by the press preceded the release of this film. Theaters were packed with police 

protection, and a bus full of school children was stoned in Gurgaon, a suburb of Delhi (no 

one was hurt, but the video went viral, adding to the mass hysteria). 

I evoke the Padmaavat(i) case to conclude this dissertation because it lays bare 

the many tensions and energies that circulate in sensorium between the film-text, the 

mediated space of its exhibition, immersive technologies, and the current discourses 

around gender in the country. The architectural event happens from of all of these related, 

inter-connected conditions. Most of all, this example helps us understand the larger and 

often unpredictable socio-political-cultural forces that can speedily alter the 

configurations of the event, even in the carefully designed and controlled space of the 
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multiplex. It also speaks to the cultures of fear and mass hysteria that contribute to the 

“epic proportions” of the cinematic event in India that engulfs both the single-screen and 

the multiplex, once again revealing how each space is emblematically present in the 

other. Padmaavat is by no stretch of imagination a “multiplex film” in terms of content or 

aesthetics but as a homage to Hindi Cinema’s traditions of excess and melodrama but is 

meant to appeal affectively to the multiplex audiences through IMAX 3D formats. In 

several ways, this example also speaks to the regimes of restorative nostalgia that I 

discussed in Chapter 4. Padmaavat is thus an example of the desire to reclaim a total 

vision of the past and render it in the language of the present-spectacular. 

  In Chapters 2 and 3, I discuss how the Indian mall and the multiplex are 

industrially produced spaces meant to alleviate gendered anxieties around the very 

presence of women in “public space.” This is done primarily through a reiteration of 

familiar and longstanding pillars of upper-class and upper-caste Indian socio-cultural life 

that have always dominated spatial understanding and boundaries in the country: hygiene 

and security. As I have argued, while multiplex architecturally spectacularizes ideas of 

cleanliness and hygiene and it also appends it with the thrills of immersive and interactive 

cinema viewing technologies, cushioned away from the manic energies of the 

unregulated space “outside.” Ultimately, the absolute marker of this “safe space” for 

middle-class women and families is the apparent elimination of chaos, crowds, 

unregulated behavior, hysteria, panic, i.e., all of the dangers associated with the excessive 

space of the single-screen. The Padmaavat controversy starkly exposes the fragility and 

porousness of these divisions as the momentum of the single-screen film and crowds 
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associated with it threaten to shatter the polished surfaces of the multiplex. Importantly, it 

also helps further nuance our understanding of the architectural event: arising from an 

inter-connected web of multiple conditions, the event can sometimes engender a set of 

new possibilities and relations. Events have intentions, and events can generate more 

events. 

 

Figure 53: Padmaavati self-immolates. Author’s photo. 28 January. IMAX 3D, Austin, 
Tx. 

 



 286 

 
 

Figure 54: The villainous Muslim ruler Khilji is defeated as Hindu women commit mass-
suicide. Author’s photo. 

 

As I discuss in Chapter 3, the multiplex film is known for its play with the 

traditional norms of gender in Hindi Cinema. In several ways, it channels the progressive 

energies of the discourses around gender prevalent in the nation today, especially 

following the Jyoti Singh’s gang rape and murder on 12 December, 2012. Padmaavat 

marks a regressive return to the codes of honor, morality, and chastity of the Hindu 

woman that has long characterized Hindi Cinema (restorative nostalgia). The violence 

and mass hysteria that has surrounded its release also reveals the boundaries of 

majoritarian and public “tolerance” with digressive narratives in the contemporary 

moment. It is counter-productive to consider whether or not a dream sequence actually 

existed between the Muslim ruler and Hindu queen (even in the scripting stage of the 
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film). In the current political scenario in India, the slightest possibility of this dream can 

be fatal. Hindi Cinema has always been peppered with narratives of border crossings and 

transgressive romances, but the anxieties that haunt contemporary India are evident in 

campaigns like Love Jihad35, Pinjra Tod36 and Bahu Lao-Beti Bachao.37 As Salma 

Siddique writes (The Wire, 14 December, 2017): 

Between urban Indian women’s desire to reclaim public spaces and sexual 
agency, and the public outrage over rape and sexual predation that acquires 
protectionist undertones, is a nation held ransom to vigilante causes and 
calculations of inter-religious marriages, and the shifts in identity these might 
entail. 
 

Thus while an event is public in nature, it moves into the affective body of the 

individual. I argue that ultimately, an understanding of cinema as architectural event in 

contemporary India must take into account not only the space, time, material conditions, 

and objects but also be cognizant of the rampant potentials for a volatile eruption of the 

very same event-environment.  

                                                
35 Love Jihad is term used by the Hindu Right in India to described an alleged and entirely unsubstantiated 
“organized conspiracy” by Muslim men to trap women belonging to non-Muslim communities by feigning 
romantic love. See, for instance, “The Year of Love Jihad in India” (The New Yorker, December 31st, 2017) 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/2017-in-review/the-year-of-love-jihad-in-india 
36 Pinjra Tod (Break the Cage) is an autonomous collective of women in several student hostels in Delhi to 
protest against the regressive and restrictive rules that govern women’s hostels. The collective’s key focus 
is on women’s reclamation of public space and it has been protesting against the peculiar norms around 
women’s safety as defined by the state and educational institutions via which these hostels are regulated. 
Also see http://sanhati.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Pinjra-tod-8-Oct-2015.docx.pdf 
37 Bahu Lao Beti Bachao (Bring Home the Daughter-in-Law and Save the Daughter) is a counter-
“movement” by the Hindu Right Wing to curb the effects of the so-called Love Jihad. Here, Hindu men 
will convince educated Muslim women to marry them and also “bring back” the women who have been led 
astray through Love Jihad. See for instance, https://www.hindustantimes.com/lucknow/hindu-outfit-plans-
beti-bachao-bahu-lao-campaign-to-counter-love-jihad/story-HVxTzT8Vn8bAYmYNYVZysI.html 
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“TO WHOM WE OWE OUR FREEDOM AND SAFETY”  

 
In Chapters 1 and 4, I discussed the many meanings of cinema as a public event in 

India and the different inter-connected layers across which it can be understood. In 

Chapter 1, I suggest that the cinema hall since its inception in India has been a site rife 

with gender-and-class-based anxieties while also becoming an important symbol of 

national pride and technological progress. Most of all, each ruling government in the sub-

continent has remained extremely wary of the transgressive potentials of the cinema hall 

which is further activated through the hypnotic powers of cinema. Therefore, 

understanding the multiplex requires a continuation of a long history of spatial anxiety 

and segregation that has marked any understanding of the “public” nature of space and 

events arising out of that “space” in India. In Chapter 4, I extend this argument to suggest 

that the single-screen and multiplex are related immersive spaces, whose environments 

must be read together to understand the multisensory architectural event in the 

contemporary postcolonial media city and its relationship to urban anxiety. However, I 

would like to conclude this dissertation by drawing attention to a few recent 

developments related to the spatial regulation of the mall and the multiplex that 

complicates the density and symbolism of national pride (and national “hygiene”) when it 

is combined with immersive technology and architecture. 
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            On 30 December 2016 the Supreme Court of India in an interim judgment 

made it mandatory for all cinema halls in the country to the play the national anthem 

before a film starts.38 The judgment said: 

All the cinema halls in India shall play the National Anthem before the feature 
film starts and all present in the hall are obliged to stand up to show respect to the 
National Anthem. 

 

Prior to the National Anthem is played or sung in the cinema hall on the screen, 
the entry and exit doors shall remain closed so that no one can create any kind of 
disturbance which will amount to disrespect to the National Anthem. After the 
National Anthem is played or sung, the doors can be opened. 
 

When the National Anthem shall be played in the Cinema Halls, it shall be with 
the National Flag on the screen.  

 
This judgment was delivered on the heels of the rise of a pervasive environment 

of intolerance and jingoistic nationalism. Shortly before this judgment, Pakistani artists 

were banned from working in Indian film industries due to clashes between Indian and 

Pakistani forces in the disputed Kashmir Valley on 18 September 2016. Right wing 

groups also threatened to vandalize theaters that played films with Pakistani artists. One 

of Bollywood’s biggest directors and producers, Karan Johar, released a video 

apologizing for casting Pakistani/South Asian superstar Fawad Khan in this new film Ae 

Dil Hai Mushkil (This Heart is Complicated, 2016) (though it was less than a 3-minute 

guest appearance). In this video, Johar apologizes for his lapse in judgment, vows to 

                                                
38 Also see Lawrence Liang’s article in The Wire (December 1st, 2016) https://thewire.in/83606/jana-gana-
mana-dangers-passing-sentiment-law. 
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never work with Pakistanis again, and expresses his patriotism and respect for the Indian 

army. This film much like his other ventures is a romantic triangle featuring super rich 

NRIs (Non Resident Indian) living in London and Vienna. It was dubbed as a light 

romance meant for “multiplex audiences.” The film carried an opening placard that said 

the following: “In memory of our soldiers who have sacrificed their lives to protect ours 

and to whom we owe our freedom and safety. We salute the Indian Army. Jai Hind.” 

Bollywood superstar Shahrukh Khan also found himself in a similar situation with 

his film Raees (Wealthy, 2017) starring Pakistani actress Mahira Khan as the female lead. 

A prominent right-wing Hindu group (Maharashtra Navnirman Sena) demanded that a 

fee of INR 5 Crores to be paid to the Indian Army welfare fund as “patriotism cess” for 

casting a Pakistani actor. As reported by several news outlets, Shahrukh Khan personally 

met with the heads of prominent right-wing groups assuring them that Mahira Khan 

would not come to India to promote the film (The Wire, 13 December, 2016). The 

mandatory playing of the national anthem39 along with constant and visible displays of 

patriotism through salutations to the army points to a disturbing militarized spatial 

sensorium within which both film content and exhibition are now regulated.40  

Select CityWalk, whose spatial design I discussed in Chapter 2, for instance, in 

2016 alone, organized 4-5 events to commemorate the victory of the Indian army in the 

Indo-Pak Kargil War of 1999. On 20th July, it unveiled an installation, a 22 feet solider 

                                                
39 Two recent reports in the New York Times have highlighted these trends. See “Indian Cinemas Must 
Play the National Anthem” (Ellen Barry, 30 November, 2016) and “Bollywood Becomes Indian and 
Pakistan’s Latest Battleground” (Geeta Anand, 19 October, 2016) 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/30/world/asia/india-cinemas-national-anthem.html?_r=0;  
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/20/world/asia/bollywood-becomes-india-and-pakistans-latest-
battleground.html. 
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made of ornamental bullet and bullet shells. On 24 July, the mall organized an event at 

the national monument India Gate where school children (from Army Public School) 

conducted a “Walk of Gratitude”—carrying placards thanking the army. The children 

also chanted the different war cries of the army battalions. On 24 July the mall organized 

a book launch—a biography of a slain solider of the Kargil War by his father. This was 

followed by two performances—an “intense depiction” of a soldier’s life by a group 

called Silhouette Dance Squad and another by school children from Army Public School. 

There was also a live-video shoot at the event where shoppers gave their messages to the 

army. These events were all part of the “Kargil Diwas” (Kargil Commemoration) held at 

the mall from 10 to 22 July to “remember the supreme sacrifice of great martyrs” (Select 

City Walk mall website). Shoppers and filmgoers could write messages of gratitude and 

love for the Indian army when they were at the mall. Even their women’s day celebration 

on March 5 had a segment where a Kargil war hero’s mother spoke on celebrating the 

eternal mother—the Earth. 

 

Figure 55: The 22-feet soldier made with ornamental bullets and bullet shells: ‘Amar 
Sipahi’ (Immortal Soldier). Photo: www.selectcitywalk.com 
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 Figure 56: Children performing an Indian classical dance form to commemorate the 
Kargil War with luxury makeup brands in the background. Photo: 
www.selectcitywalk.com 

 

Figure 57: Makeshift war tanks at a mall and a “mountain”: ‘Kargil: Lest We Forget.’ 
Photo: www.selectcitywalk.com 

 

 

Figure 6: A tyre installation, with photographs of the Kargil War supplied by the army, 
with the Indian flag placed atop it. Photo: www.selectcitywalk.com 
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            How might the location of the “multiplex film” and indeed the multiplex 

itself within the larger universe of this increasingly graphic militarized sensorium be 

interpreted now that that is now a heavy ingression into the space-time from which the 

event arises? Let me briefly consider the case of critically acclaimed director Vishal 

Bharadwaj’s Haider (2014). Haider is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet is set in 

Indian Occupied Kashmir in the mid-1990s. Haider, co-written by prominent Kashmiri 

journalist Basharat Peer remains, till date, Hindi cinema’s only foray into some of the 

realities of the Kashmir conflict.41 Kashmir has been used numerous times as a 

consumable backdrop for romantic songs or to chronicle how brave Indians are heroically 

saving “their paradise” from the Pakistani terrorists/separatists (Roja, Mission Kashmir, 

Fanaa, Hero etc). Haider’s vocabulary is peppered with words Indian audiences are 

unaccustomed to hearing in popular cinema and especially with regard to the Indian 

army: crackdowns, disappeared people, torture cells, half-widows, and AFSPA (Armed 

Forces Special Powers Act). 42 This was accompanied by scenes of Kashmiris marching 

for freedom, army brutality, and the inner workings of the infamous torture cell PAPA II 

(shown as MAMA II in the film). On its release, Haider received widespread critical 

acclaim. However, a different kind of reception unfolded on the Internet, foremost on the 
                                                
41 See Meenu Gaur "Kashmir on Screen: Region, Religion and Secularism in Hindi Cinema." PhD diss, 
School of Oriental and African Studies (University of London), 2010. 
 
42 The AFSPA (Armed Forces Special Powers Act) is used by the Indian government in what it deems 
“disturbed areas”—giving the army draconian powers to kill anyone acting against “law and order”, enter 
and search any property without warrant, arrest anybody and search any vehicle while giving the army full 
immunity in all cases. Kashmir has been under AFSPA since 1990. The Act as been heavily criticized 
because it has led to widespread human rights violations, judicial murder and rapes in Nagaland, Punjab, 
Assam, Manipur and Kashmir. 
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micro-blogging site Twitter. Both the film and its director were strongly accused of being 

biased, anti-India, anti-Indian army, anti-Hindu, pro-separatist and pro-Pakistan. The 

hashtag #BoycottHaider became prominent, garnering 75,000 tweets in a day. The 

supposed “anti-national” and “anti Indian-army” sentiments of this film completely 

overshadowed the actual radical stance of the film—the overt sexual undertones in the 

mother-son relationship between Hamlet (Haider) and Gertude (Ghalaza) that went far 

beyond the already oedipal nature of the mother-son relationship in Hindi cinema. The 

film ended with a message thanking the Indian soldiers for their brave rescue efforts 

during the Kashmir floods of 2013. 

            I end this dissertation by acknowledging that both Haider and Padmaavat, 

films that could not be more different from each other politically, can help allocate the 

limits of the “multiplex film.” The “Moviecation” at the multiplex can indeed enable a 

thrilling ride through the hallucinogenic alleys of India’s dense urbanscape or a cast an 

unrelenting eye on misogyny through a slasher film, but it may not question the logic of 

militarized “safety” necessary for creating a “hygienic” nation. Nor may it cinematize the 

dream of a Hindu-Muslim romance. Shoppers/moviegoers are now invited to partake of 

the sensations and pleasures of the malltiplex while simultaneously expressing their 

gratitude to the army. In certain ways, the state-and-corporate designed spatial 

environment of the malltiplex seeks to assuage middle-and-upper class guilt about the 

transition from a national Gandhian ethos of self-control and asceticism to intense 

commodity fetishization. Crucially, it also helps to soften anxieties about the new 

regimes of pleasure offered by the “multiplex film.” In Haider, for instance, the Central 
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Board of Film Certification (CBFC) found it necessary to ask for 41 cuts43 (as opposed 

just five in Padmaavat). While most of the scenes it cut were of violence and torture (a 

scene that showed a truck load of corpses and a wire being inserted into a naked man), it 

also demanded the removal of another scene: a shot of the heroine’s bare back in a 

romantic song sequence as it was deemed “offensive.” This example shows that the 

“multiplex film” with its new routines of sex, violence, and filmic vocabulary is regulated 

through state and corporate controlled channels of anxiety-management increasingly 

defined by pop patriotism and a celebration of India’s military might. As the CBFC 

website states—“the next time you are offended by anything projected on the large 

screen, do not walk out but kindly act, since your actions may safeguard the morals of 

your fellow citizens and children of this country.”44 

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
I envisage three directions for future research for this project. First, I would like to 

conduct further research on the technologies and modes of everyday surveillance that are 

heavily embedded in the architecture and infrastructures of the mall and the multiplex. I 

am interested in moving away from surveillance as a top-down tool wielded by an 

                                                
43 This was mentioned in a reportage piece in the First Post (FP Staff, 9 September, 2014) 
http://www.firstpost.com/entertainment/after-41-cuts-haider-receives-a-ua-certificate-from-censor-board-
1701975.html 
44 Ironically, “offense” was what led to the judgment on the mandatory playing of the national anthem in 
the cinema hall. An audience member in Gwalior was deeply offended while watching Karan Johar’s 
blockbuster K3G (2001) as no one in the hall stood up when a child in the film sings the national anthem. 
He filed a petition with the Madhya Pradesh High Court that eventually resulted in the Supreme Court’s 
decision. For details of the case see Lawrence Liang (2016). 
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invisible Big Brother to the more “routine” and “everyday” aspects of surveillance in 

which an audience in a domesticated space like the mall and the multiplex perform and 

participate. Second, I would like to explore cinemas that continue to resist the “safe” 

politics of the space of the malltiplex through a close case study of a contemporary and 

thriving single-screen, for instance, Gaiety Galaxy in Mumbai. This theater thrives on the 

cult of the superstar Salman Khan and his loyal fan base constituting mostly working- 

class Muslim males. Do any kind of counter-narratives unsettle the spectatorial practices 

encouraged by the multiplex? I am interested in exploring the site of the cinema hall as a 

homoerotic and homosocial space for fan performance, excess, and devotion by 

examining how male fans use the architecture of the theater to display their love for their 

favorite male star. Finally, I would like to delve deeper into some of the themes that I 

have discussed in the conclusion: the potentials for violence that exist in the material 

environment of cinema in South Asia, and the limits and boundaries of the “multiplex 

film” and its relationship to the contemporary political scenario in India. 

My dissertation offers an examination of the “total” space-time that cinema 

inhabits in contemporary India. Using architecture and the design of the cinema theater as 

my primary nodes of entry, I have shown that the realm of cinematic “space” in India 

remains strewn with gendered anxieties that are now woven into the very skin of its new 

entertainment hubs: the mall and the multiplex. Gender is the fulcrum upon which ideas 

of “public” and “private” space have always existed in the subcontinent. In the 

contemporary moment of urban India’s desires for an intense visualization of a “global 

city” aesthetic, the nation’s primary anxieties around gender rise to surface once again. 
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These desires and anxieties permeate the pyschogeography of cinema and the visual 

landscape of the “house” it occupies. This time, they come ensconced in dialogues 

around the globalized middle-class woman’s economic freedom, arrival in public space, 

and increased mobility: a sensibility that is also increasingly finding heightened 

representation in Indian Cinema. The new cinema theater in India in all its iterations 

(Multiplex, Superplex, IMAX, 3D, 4DX, ECX, Playhouse) is a sensorium where these 

discourses and the energies they produce circulate in myriad forms: they are the very 

conditions that also “become” the architectural event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



 298 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
1914. “Bombay Amusements: The Excelsior.” Times of India, August 1, 11. Accessed 

November 20, 2016. 
1917. “Bombay Amusements: Novel Films in Excelsior.” Times of India, September 24, 

9. Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1919. “The Cinema in Bombay: A New ‘Picture House’.” Times of India, September 10, 

12. Accessed November 17, 2016. 
1922. “Bombay Amusements: Another Week of the ‘The Kid’.” Times of India, July 

29th, 8. Accessed November 16, 2016. 
1924. “Indian Cinema Films: Native Industry's Progress.” Times of India, August 8, 9. 

Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1931. “Bombay Amusements: The Love Story of Jenny Lind: The Swedish Nightingale.” 

Times of India, October 31, 18. Accessed November 17, 2016. 
1934. “American Films in Bombay: What Censors Do.” Times of India, May 17, 12. 

Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1935. “Another New Cinema for Bombay: An Exclusive M.G.M House.” Times of India, 

December 14, 9. Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1935. “Big Crowd Outside Bombay Cinema.” Times of India, September 17, 10. 

Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1936. “Proposed Cinema in Bombay: Further Protest.” Times of India, August 11, 3. 

Accessed November 17, 2016. 
1937. “Luxury Cinema for Metro: Work Started on ‘The Metro’.” July 24, 16. Accessed 

November 15, 2016. 
1938. “Building Bombay's Newest Cinema: Scheme Completed in Nine Months.” Times 

of India, June 8, 6-7. Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1940. “Four New Films Released in Bombay This Week.” Times of India, May 18, 1940, 

14. Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1948. “Luxury Picture Palace Opens in Bombay.” Times of India, August 29, 14. 

Accessed November 15, 2016. 
1949.   Liberty Cinema Opening Souvenir. Bombay. 
2017. “PVR Superplex in Noida's New Cinema Hub.” Times of India, 27th January. 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/hindi/bollywood/news/PVR-
Superplex-is-Noidas-new-cinema-hub/articleshow/51601353.cms.  



 299 

Abbas, Ackbar. 2002. Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Acland, Charles. 2003. Screen Traffic: Movies, Multiplexes and Global Culture: Duke 
University Press. 

Alff, Jon. 1997. “Temples of Light: Bombay's Art Deco Cinemas and the Birth of 
Modern Myth.” In Bombay to Mumbai Changing Perspectives, edited by P. 
Rohatgi, Godrej, A., and Mehrotra, R., 250-257. Bombay: Marg. 

Ambwani, Meenakshi Verma. 2014. “PVR Superplex, it's different.” The Hindu Business 
Line, July 21st. http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/pvr-superplex-
its-different/article6234557.ece.  

Arora, Poonam. 1995. “Imperiling the Prestige of the White Woman: Colonial Anxiety 
and Film Censorship in British India.”  Visual Anthropology Review 11 (2):36-50. 

Athique, Adrian and Hill, Douglas 2010. The Multiplex in India: A Cultural Economy of 
Urban Leisure, Routledge Contemporary South Asia. New York: Routledge. 

Auge, Marc. 1995. Non-Places: An Introduction to An Anthropology of Supermodernity. 
London: Verso. 

Bahl, Vikas. 2015. Queen. 
Banerjee, Dibakar. 2006. Khosla ka Ghosla. 
Banerjee, Dibakar. 2009. Oye Lucky, Lucky Oye! 
Barjatya, Sooraj. 1994. Hum Apke Hai Kaun. 
Barjatya, Sooraj. 1998. Hum Saath Saath Hai. 
Basu, Indrani. 2017. “I watched the Last Day, Last Show at Regal Cinema. It was like 

stepping back in time.” Huffington Post, 31st March 2017. 
http://www.huffingtonpost.in/2017/03/31/i-watched-the-last-day-last-show-at-
delhis-regal-cinema-and-it_a_22019665/. Accessed on April 2 2017. 

Batra, Shakun. 2016. Kapoor and Sons. 
Behl, Kanu. 2015. Titli. 
Bhabha, Homi. 1992. “The Home and the World.”  Social Text 31/32:141-153. 
Bhansali, Sanjay Leela. 2002. Devdas. 
Bhardwaj, Vishal. 2014. Haider. 
Bhatia, Rahul. 2017. “The Year of Love Jihad in India.” New Yorker. 
Bhatia, Siddhartha. 2016. “Shah Rukh Khan Meeting Raj Thackeray is Understandable 

But Shameful on Many Levels.” The Wire, 13th December. Accessed 1st 
February 2017. https://thewire.in/86580/shah-rukh-khan-raees-mns/.  



 300 

Bhaumik, Kaushik. 2011. “Cinematograph to Cinema in Bombay 1896-1928.”  
BioScope: South Asian Screen Studies 2 (1):41-67. 

Borah, Jenisha. 2013. “Maratha Mandir: An Exploration of Urban Memory through the 
Architectural Space of Film Exhibition.” Mphil., School of Arts and Aesthetics, 
Jawaharlal Nehru University. 

Bose, Shonali. 2015. Margarita with a Straw. 
Boym, Svetlana. 2001. The Future of Nostalgia. New York: Basic Books. 
Brosius, Christiane. 2010. India's Middle Class: New Forms of Urban Leisure, 

Consumption and Prosperity, Cities and the Urban Imperative. New Delhi: 
Routledge. 

Bruno, Giuliana. 2002. Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture and Film. 
London: Verso. 

Butalia, Urvashi. 1998. The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India. 
Delhi: Viking. 

Cain, Rob. 2017. “Why Audio Launch for Rajini's '2.0' Is The Highest-Stakes Promotion 
in Indian Movie History.” Forbes, October 26th. Accessed 15 November 2017. 

Chabria, Suresh, and Paolo Cherchi Usai Light of Asia: Indian Silent Cinema, ed. 1994. 
Light of Asia: Indian Silent Cinema, 1912-1934: Wiley Eastern. 

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 1991. “Open Space/public space: Garbage, modernity and India.”  
South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies 14 (1):15-31. 

Chakravarty, Sumita 1993. National Identity in Indian Popular Cinema. Austin: 
University of Texas Press. 

Chandra, Kanwar Krishna. 1954. Delite Theater: Magnificent-Aristocratic Air 
Conditioned Theatre in the North. New Delhi. 

Chatterjee, Partha. 1993. The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial 
Histories. Vol. 11. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press. 

Chopra, Aditya. 1995. Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge. 
Chowdhury, Aniruddha Roy. 2016. Pink. 
Chowdhury, Seema. 2016. “Lounge Review: PVR Superplex, Noida.” Live Mint. 

http://www.livemint.com/Leisure/FmFFljfINM1vclMDfpTQNO/Indias-first-
superplex.html.  

Cinemas, PVR. 2015. Brand Book. New Delhi: PVR Cinemas Ltd. 
Crabtree, James. 2015. “Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh: An Indian City Unlike Any Other.” 

Financial Times. Accessed 5 January 2015 https://www.ft.com/content/2a194cb4-
1a8d-11e5-a130-2e7db721f996.  



 301 

Das, Veena. 1995. “National honor and practical kinship: Unwanted women and 
children.” In Conceiving the New World Order: The Global Politics of 
Reproduction, edited by Faye Ginsberg and Rayna Rapp. London: University of 
California Press. 

Dasgupta, Priyanka. 2016. “The end of single-screen theatres.” April 23rd, 2016. 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/kolkata/The-end-of-single-screen-
theatres/articleshow/51953249.cms.  

Dasgupta, Rana. 2014. Capital: The Eruption of Delhi. New York: The Penguin Press. 
Dass, Manishita. 2009. “The Crowd Outside the Lettered City: Imagining the Mass 

Audience in 1920s India.”  Cinema Journal 48 (4):77-98. 
DenHoed, Andrea. 2015. “Silencing ‘Indian's Daughter’.” The New Yorker, March 6th, 

2015. Accessed January 31st, 2017. http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-
desk/sons-and-daughters.  

Derne, Steve. 2000. Movies, Masculinity, and Modernity: An Ethnography of Men's 
Filmgoing in India. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

Dholakia, Rahul. 2017. Raees. 
Dickey, Sara. 2000. “Permeable Homes: Domestic Service, Household Space, and the 

Vulnerability of Class Boundaries in Urban India.”  American Ethnologist 27 
(2):462-489. 

Dickey, Sara, and Rajinder Kumar Dudrah. 2012. South Asian Cinemas: Widening the 
Lens. London and New York: Routledge. 

Doval, Nikita. 2016. “Curtains for single-screen theatres.” Live Mint, March 23rd, 2016. 
http://www.livemint.com/Consumer/lRffrb0gZQOaZevXP6z2zK/Curtains-for-
singlescreen-theatres.html.  

Dudrah, Rajinder Kumar. 2006. Bollywood: Sociology Goes to the Movies. New Delhi: 
Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Dutt, Guru. 1957. Pyaasa. 
Dutta, Gautam. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. July 6th. 
Foucault, Michel. 1986. “Of other spaces.”  diacritics 16 (1):22-27. 
Friedberg, Anne. 1993. Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern. Oxford: 

University of California Press. 
Gandhi, A., and L. Hoek. 2012. “Introduction to crowds and conviviality: Ethnographies 

of the South Asian city.”  Ethnography 13 (1):3-11. 
Ganti, Tejaswini. 2012. Producing Bollywood: Inside the Contemporary Hindi Film 

Industry. Durham: Duke University Press. 



 302 

Gattuso, Reina. 2016. “Pink's right: Sometimes You Just Want to Clock a Man with a 
Beer Bottle.” The Ladies Finger, September 24th, 2016. Accessed January 20th, 
2017. http://theladiesfinger.com/amitabh-bachchan-pink-movie/.  

Ghosh, Sujoy. 2012. Kahaani. 
Gillece, Jocelyn Szczpaniak. 2012. “In the House, In the Picture: Distance and Proximity 

in the American Mid-Century Theater.”  World Picture Journal Autumn (7):1-18. 
Gopal, Sangita. 2011. Conjugations: Marriage and Form in New Bollywood Cinema, 

South Asia Across the Disciplines. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Gopal, Sangita, and Sujata Moorti. 2008. Global Bollywood: Travels of Hindi Song and 

Dance. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Gopalan, Lalitha. 1997. “Avenging women in Indian cinema.”  Screen 38 (1):42-59. 
Gopalan, Lalitha. 2003. Cinema of interruptions: Action genres in Contemporary Indian 

Cinema. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
Govil, Nitin. 2002. “The Metropolis and Mental Strife.” In Sarai Reader: The Cities of 

Everyday Life. New Delhi: Sarai. 
Govil, Nitin. 2015. “The Theater of Influence: Reimaging Indian Film Exhibition.” In 

Orienting Hollywood: A Century of Film Exhibition Between Los Angeles and 
Bombay. New York: NYU Press. 

Gupta, Narayani. 1981. Delhi Between Two Empires, 1803-1930: Society, Government 
and Urban Growth. Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Gupta, Rajan. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. April 15th. 
Hoek, Lotte. 2010. “Urdu for Image: Understanding Bangladeshi Cinema through its 

Theatres.” In South Asian Media Cultures: Audiences, Representations, Contexts, 
edited by Shakuntala Banaji. London: Anthem Press. 

Hoek, Lotte. 2012. “Mofussil Metropolis: Civil sites, uncivil cinema and provinciality in 
Dhaka city.”  Ethnography 13 (1):28-42. 

Hubbard, Phil. 2003. “Fear and loathing at the multiplex: everyday anxiety in the post-
industrial city.”  Capital & Class 27 (2):51-75. 

Hubbard, Phil. 2003. “A good night out? Multiplex cinemas as sites of embodied 
leisure.”  Leisure Studies 23 (3):255-272. 

Hughes, S. 2003. “Pride of Place.”  Seminar 525:28-32. 
Hughes, S. 2006. “House full: Silent film genre, exhibition and audiences in south India.”  

Indian Economic & Social History Review 43 (1):31-62.  
India, Press Trust. 2015. “Titli about Patriarchy and violence in family: Kanu Behl." 

Indian Express. http://indianexpress.com/article/entertainment/bollywood/titli-
about-patriarchy-and-violence-in-family-kanu-behl/. Accessed 7 January 2017 



 303 

Johar, Karan. 2001. Khabhi Khushi Khabhi Gham. 
Johar, Karan. 2016. Ae Dil Hai Mushkil. 
John, Mary. 1998. “Globalization, Sexuality, and the Visual Field: Issues and Non Issues 

for Cultural Critique.” In A Question of Silence? The Sexual Economies of 
Modern India, edited by Mary E. John and Janaki Nair. New Delhi: Kali. 

Jolly, Joanna. 2016. Rape Culture In India: The Role of the English Language Press. 
https://shorensteincenter.org/rape-culture-india-english-language-press. Accessed 
November 15th, 2016.  

Kapoor, Vijay. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. July 6th. 
Kapur, Jyotsna. 2009. “There Once Was a Maiden and a Middle Class: The Making of a 

Neoliberal Thriller.”  Visual Anthropology 22 (2-3):155-166.  
Kashyap, Anurag. 2003. Paanch. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2007. Black Friday. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2009. Dev D. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2009. “Dev D: Look and Style.” Passion for Cinema, 2nd January. 

Accessed 1st February 2017. https://passionforcinema-
archive.blogspot.com/2016/06/devd-look-and-style.html.  

Kashyap, Anurag. 2009. Gulal. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2009. Dev D. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2012. Gangs of Wasseypur. 
Kashyap, Anurag. 2016. Raman Raghav 2.0. 
Kaushish, D.C. 1971. Sheila Cinema: Ten Years of Progressive Showmanship. New 

Delhi. 
Kaushish, Uday. 2015. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. 15th October, 2015. 
Kaviraj, Sudipta. 1997. “Filth and the Public Sphere: Concepts and Practices about Space 

in Calcutta.”  Public Culture 10 (1):83-113. 
Kesavan, Mukul. 1994. “Urdu, Awadh and the Tawaif: The Islamicate roots of Hindi 

Cinema.” In Forging Identities: Gender, Communities and the State, edited by 
Zoya Hassan, 244-57. South Asia Books 

King, Anthony. 2004. Spaces of Global Culture: Architecture, Urbanism, Identity. 
London: Routledge. 

Koolhaas, Rem. “Junkspace.” October (2002): 175-190. 
Kracauer, Siegfried. 1995. The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays. Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press. 



 304 

Krishen, Pradip. 1991. “Knocking at The Doors of Public Culture: India's Parallel 
Cinema.”  Public Culture 4 (1):25-41. 

Kumar, Agneet. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. July 6th. 
Lakhani, Somya. 2017. “Lights Out: Single screens in Delhi face the inevitable as 

demonetization pushes them off the edge.” The Indian Express, January 4th, 
2017. Accessed January 10th 2017. 

Lall, Niharika. 2017. “Bidding adieu to Regal--memories, tickets in black and wohi 
coffee.” Times of India, April 1 2017. Accessed 10 April 2017. 
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/delhi/bidding-adieu-to-regal-memories-tickets-
in-black-and-wohi-coffee/articleshow/57942913.cms.     

Larkin, Brain. 1998. “Theaters of the Profane: Cinema and Colonial Urbanism.”  Visual 
Anthropology Review 14 (2):46-62. 

Levisey, Graham. 2010. “Deleuze, Whitehead, the Event and the Contemporary City.” 
https://whiteheadresearch.org/occasions/conferences/event-and-
decision/papers/Graham%20Livesey_Final%20Draft.pdf. Accessed January 5th 
2018. 

Liang, Lawrence. 2005. “Cinematic citizenship and the illegal city.”  Inter-Asia Cultural 
Studies 6 (3). 

Liang, Lawrence. 2016. “Jana Gana Mana and the Danger of Passing Sentiment as Law.” 
The Wire, 1st December. Accessed  February 1st 2017. 
https://thewire.in/83606/jana-gana-mana-dangers-passing-sentiment-law/.  

Luthria, Milan. 2011. The Dirty Picture. 
Lyon, David. 2001. Surveillance Society. Philadelphia: Open University Press. 
Madhvani, Ram. 2016. Neerja. 
Magnier, Mark. 2011. “In New Delhi, anger rising violently to the surface.” Los Angeles 

Times, January 13th, 2011. Accessed January 20th, 2017. 
http://articles.latimes.com/2011/jan/13/world/la-fg-india-rage-20110113.  

Majumar, Neepa. 2010. Wanted Cultured Ladies Only: Female Stardom and Cinema in 
India, 1930s-1950s. Illinois: University of Illinois Press. 

Majumdar, Rishi. 2014. “House of light and shadows.” The Big Indian Picture, June 
2014. http://thebigindianpicture.com/2014/06/house-of-light-and-shadows/.  

Majumdar, Sourav. 2014. “How PVR's Ajay Bijli became the King of Multiplexes.” 
Firstpost, December 20th. Accessed November 13th, 2017. 
http://www.firstpost.com/business/how-pvrs-ajay-bijli-became-the-king-of-
multiplexes-655635.html.  



 305 

Mallick, Anurag. 2015. “Delhi is two enemies forced into a friendship” Conde Nast 
Traveller, November 13th. Accessed January 15th 2017. 
https://www.cntraveller.in/story/delhi-is-two-enemies-forced-into-a-friendship/.  

Mankekar, Purnima. 1999. Screening culture, Viewing Politics: An Ethnography of 
Television, Womanhood, and Nation in Postcolonial India. Durham: Duke 
University Press. 

Mankekar, Purnima. 2015. Unsettling India: Affect, Temporality, Transnationality. 
Durham: Duke University Press. 

Marks, Laura U. 2000. The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the 
Senses. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Marks, Laura U. 2002. Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media. Minneapolis 
and London: University of Minnesota Press. 

Mazumdar, Ranjani. 2007. Bombay Cinema: An Archive of the City. Ranikhet: Permanent 
Black. 

Mazumdar, Ranjani. 2010. “Friction, Collision and the Grotesque: Dystopic fragments of 
Bombay Cinema.” In Noir Urbanisms: Dystopic Images of the Modern City, 
edited by Gyan Prakash, 150-87. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Mazumdar, Ranjani. 2011. “Terrorism, Conspiracy and Surveillance in Bombay's Urban 
Cinema.”  Social Research 78 (1):143-57. 

McCahill, Mike. 2016. “Pink review-subtle drama that grapples with India's rape 
culture.” The Guardian, September 15th, 2016. Accessed January 31st, 2017. 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2016/sep/15/pink-review-subtle-drama-that-
grapples-with-indias-culture.  

McGowan, Abigail. 2016. “Domestic Modern: Redecorating Homes in Bombay in the 
1930s.”  Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 75 (4):424-446. 

Mehra, Rakyesh Omprakash. 2009. Delhi 6. 
Mehta, M. 2005. “Globalizing Bombay Cinema: Reproducing the Indian State and 

Family.”  Cultural Dynamics 17 (2):135-154. doi: 10.1177/0921374005058583. 
Menon, Ritu, and Kamla Bhasin. 1993. “Recovery, Rupture, Resistance: Indian state and 

abduction of women during Partition.”  Economic and Political Weekly 28 
(17):WS2-WS11. 

Mishra, Vijay. 2002. Bollywood Cinema : Temples of Desire. New York: Routledge. 
Mishra, Vijay. 2009. “Spectres of Sentimentality: the Bollywood Film.”  Textual Practice 

23 (3):439-462.  
Mitra, Shreya. 2012. “Screening the Nation: Producing the Bollywood Star in 

Contemporary India.” PhD Diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison. 



 306 

Morley, David. 2000. Home Territories: Media, Mobility and Identity. London: 
Routledge. 

Murty, Madhavi. 2009. “Representing Hindutva: Nation, Religion and Masculinity in 
Indian Popular Cinema, 1990 to 2003.”  Popular Communication 7 (4):267-281.  

Nandy, Ashis. 1999. “The invisible holocaust and the journey as an exodus: The poisoned 
village and the stranger city.”  Postcolonial Studies 2 (3):305-329. 

Nandy, Ashis. 1999. “Introduction: Popular Cinema and the Slum's Eye View of Indian 
Politics.” In The Secret Politics of our Desires: Innocence, Culpability, and 
Indian Popular Cinema, edited by Ashis Nandy. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Oldenburg, Veena Talwar. 1990. “Lifestyle as resistance: The case of the courtesans of 
Lucknow, India.”  Feminist Studies 16 (2):259-287. 

Parameswaran, Radhika. 2004. “Global queens, national celebrities: tales of feminine 
triumph in post-liberalization India.”  Critical Studies in Media Communication 
21 (4):346-370. 

Paul, William 1996. “Screening space: Architecture, technology, and the motion picture 
screen.”  Michigan Quarterly Review 35:143-174. 

Phadke, Shilpa. 2007. “Dangerous Liasons: Women and Men: Risk and Reputation in 
Mumbai.”  Economic and Political Weekly 42 (17):1510-18. 

Picture, The Big Indian. 2013. “Siddharth Roy Kapur- TBIP Tête-à-Tête.” [Video], 
accessed 1st June 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d2eu0gDDxjo.  

Picture, The Big Indian. 2014. “Vishal Bharadwaj TBIP- Tête-à-Tête.” [Video], accessed 
2nd May 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zEPeHafgos.  

Prakash, Gyan. 2010. Mumbai Fables. Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press. 
Rai, Amit. 2009. Untimely Bollywood: Globalization and India's new media assemblage. 

Durham: Duke University Press. 
Raizada, Shashank. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. 14th October. 
Rajadhyaksha, Ashish. 2003. “The 'Bollywoodization' of Indian Cinema: Cultural 

nationalism in a global arena.”  Inter-Asia Cultural Studies 4 (1):25-29. 
Rajadhyaksha, Ashish. 2009. Indian cinema in the Time of Celluloid: From Bollywood to 

the Emergency, South Asian cinemas. Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana University 
Press. 

Raman, Nandita. 2017. "nanditaraman.com." accessed October 23rd 2016. 
https://www.nanditaraman.com/.  

Ramnath, Nandini. 2016. “What should the new Bollywood film be called? 'Underdog', 
'balcony' or 'new-age mainstream'?” Scroll.in, 12th May. Accessed 1st February 



 307 

2017. https://thereel.scroll.in/807980/what-should-the-new-bollywood-film-be-
called-underdog-balcony-or-new-age-mainstream.  

Ranade, Shilpa. 2007. “The Way She Moves: Mapping the Everyday Production of 
Gender-Space.”  Economic and Political Weekly 42 (17):1519-26. 

Rangan, Baradwaj. 2008. “Old vs. New Parallel Cinmea." Baradwaj Rangan, 12th April.  
Accessed 1st February 2017. https://baradwajrangan.wordpress.com/2008/04/12/old-vs-

new-parallel-cinema/.  
Ravenscroft, Neil, Steven Chua, and Lynda Keng Neo Wee. 2001. “Going to the movies: 

Cinema development in Singapore.”  Leisure Studies 20 (3):215-232. 
Ray, Bimal. 1953. Do Bigha Zameen. 
Ray, Satyajit. 1976. Our Films, Their Films. Calcutta: Orient Black Swan. 
Sabharwal, Vikas. 2016. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. 
Sarkar, Bhaskar. 2008. “The Melodramas of Globalization.”  Cultural Dynamics 20 

(1):31-51.  
Schlanger, Benjamin. 1931. “Motion Pictures of Tomorrow.”  Motion Picture Herald, 

Better Theaters Supplement:12-13. 
Sen, Raja. 2015. “Review: NH10 is a strikingly believable horror film.” Rediff.com, 

March 13th, 2015. Accessed January 20th, 2017. 
http://www.rediff.com/movies/report/review-nh10-is-a-strikingly-believable-
horror-film/20150313.htm.  

Sen, Raja. 2016. “Review: Pink, a film that must be championed.” Rediff.com, September 
16th, 2016. Accessed January 20th, 2017. 
http://www.rediff.com/movies/report/review-pink-a-film-that-must-be-
championed/20160916.htm.  

Shahane, Girish. 2011. “The Fact of Our Decline: Here is everything that is wrong with 
Hindi cinema and why.” The Caravan: A Journal of Politics and Culture. 

Sharma, Maneesh. 2010. Band Bajaa Baraat. 
Sherab, Jamphel. 2017. “The last picture shows: The slow death of single screen cinemas 

in Delhi.” Scroll, January 30th, 2017. https://thereel.scroll.in/827964/the-last-
picture-shows-the-slow-death-of-single-screen-cinemas-in-delhi.  

Siddique, Salma. 2017. “The Futility of Dreaming the Padmaavati-Khilji Dream 
Sequence.” The Wire, 14th December 2017. Accessed December 20th 2017. 
https://thewire.in/204860/futility-dreaming-padmavati-khiljis-dream-sequence/. 

Singh, Bhrigupati. 2008. “Aadamkhor Haseena (The Man-Eating Beauty) and the 
anthropology of a moment.”  Contributions to Indian Sociology 42 (2):249-279. 



 308 

Singh, Jai Arjun. 2015. “NH10: Triller about a savage, split society.” Daily O, 14th 
March 2015. Accessed January 15th, 2016. http://www.dailyo.in/arts/nh10-
thriller-bollywood-navdeep-singh-anushka-sharma-neil-
bhoopalam/story/1/2555.html.  

Singh, Jai Arjun. 2016. “Unhappy in other ways: how Hindi film families changed (or did 
they?).” Jaberwock. Accessed 1st February 2017. 
http://jaiarjun.blogspot.com/2016/04/unhappy-in-other-ways-how-hindi-
film.html.  

Singh, Navdeep. 2007. Manorama Six Feet Under. 
Singh, Ranjan. 2014. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. July 14th. 
Sinha, Pranay. 2015. Personal Interview by Tupur Chattopadhyay. June 15th and 20th. 
Sobchack, Vivian Carol. 1992. The address of the eye: A phenomenology of film 

experience. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
Spigel, Lynn. 2005. “Designing the Smart House: Posthuman domesticity and 

conspicuous production.”  European Journal of Cultural Studies 8 (4):403-426. 
Srinivas, Lakshmi. 2002. “The active audience: spectatorship, social relations and the 

experience of cinema in India.”  Media, Culture & Society 24 (2):155-173. 
Srinivas, Lakshmi. 2010. “Ladies queues, ‘roadside Romeos,’ and balcony seating: 

Ethnographic observations on women's cinema-going experiences.”  South Asian 
Popular Culture 8 (3):291-307. 

Srinivas, S. V. 2000. “Is there a public in the cinema hall.”  Framework 42. 
Sundaram, Ravi. 2007. “The Viceral City and the Theater of Fear.”  Architectural Design 

77 (6):30-33. 
Sundaram, Ravi. 2010. “Imaging Urban Breakdown: Delhi in the 1990s.” In Noir 

Urbanisms: Dystopic Images of the Modern City, edited by Gyan Prakash. New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Sundaram, Ravi. 2010. Pirate Modernity: Delhi's Media Urbanism. New York: 
Routledge. 

Suri, Navdeep. 2014. NH10. 
Thomas, Rosie. 1985. “Indian Cinema: Pleasures and Popularity.”  Screen 26 (3). 
Tiwari, Nitesh. 2016. Dangal. 
Trigg, Dylan. 2006. The Aesthetics of Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and Absence of 

Reason. New York: Peter Lang. 
Uberoi, Patricia. 1998. “The diaspora comes home: Disciplining desire in DDLJ."  

Contributions to Indian Sociology 32 (2):305-336. 



 309 

Udwin, Leslie. 2015. India's Daughter. 
Vasudevan, Ravi. 2000. “Introduction.” In Making Meaning in Indian Cinema, edited by 

Ravi Vasudevan. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 
Vasudevan, Ravi. 2002. “The Exhilaration of Dread: Genre, narrative form and film style 

in contemporary urban action films.” In The City as Spectacle and Performance. 
New Delhi: Sarai. 

Vasudevan, Ravi. 2003. “Cinema in Urban Space.”  Seminar 525:21-27. 
Venkatraman, Geeta Anand and Ayesah. 2016. “Bollywood Becomes India and 

Pakistan's Latest Battleground.” The New York Times, October 19th, 2016. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/20/world/asia/bollywood-becomes-india-and-
pakistans-latest-battleground.html.  

Verma, Rahul. 2011. “Beyond Bollywood: Indian cinema's new cutting edge.” The 
Guardian, 23rd June. Accessed 1st February 2017. 
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2011/jun/23/india-independent-cinema.  

Vidler, Anthony. 1992. The Architectural Uncanny: Essays in the Modern Unhomely. 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Vidler, Anthony. 2001. “Agoraphobia: Psychopathologies of Urban Space.” In Warped 
Space: Art, Architecture and Anxiety in Modern Culture. Massachusetts: MIT 
Press. 

Virdi, Jyotika. 2003. The Cinematic ImagiNation: Indian Popular Films as Social 
History. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press. 

Wani, Ishitiaq. 2016. “Delhi's single-screen cinemas inch closer to final curtain call.” 
Hindustan Times, August 27th, 2016. http://www.hindustantimes.com/art-and-
culture/delhi-s-single-screen-cinemas-inch-closer-to-the-final-curtain-call/story-
MeJ8YkhDWnXMi0569krh3L.html.  

Windover, Michael. 2009. “Exchanging Looks: ‘Art Dekho’ Movie Theatres in 
Bombay.”  Architectural History 52:201-232. 

Zaidi, Mahzar. 2014. “Cinema in Pakistan: The Way Ahead.” Dawn, June 1st, 2014. 
Accessed January 20th, 2018. https://www.dawn.com/news/1109137.  
 

 


