Urdu, Awadh and the Tawaif:
the Islamicate roots of Hindi-cinema

Mukul Kesavan
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through their explaratu 15 of Jewish mazginality in the contextof
theHolocaust, made conféssional narratives,: questing heroes and

" metaphysical rumination staples of American fiction, So when

our eritic'speaks-of Jewishness and the American novel, he refers
not only to an ethnic enclave within a literary form, but to a
shaping force-that has been constitutive of that form. Similarly,
when { speak of Mu ness (ef w}uch more later) and the Hindi
cinema, the reference is not.only-or even mainly Yo°its: Musl;m
personnel nor to'its repertoire of ghetto stereotypes, but b2

. cultural influénce; that hias determined the very natiire of this

cinerna.
Before showing how-this might be so, the key word in this
atgument, Muglim-ness, h\as to be made usable. What need does
this. awkward néologism answer? The need is this: notjistin the -
academy, butin everyday life'we come upon things that we'reflex-
ively associate with.a religion or a. religious’ community. Omon
domnes and scalloped. arches are.cues-for “Islamic” or “Muslim?;
hkemse, tr'ibLate formsand gopurams are. qualifiedlin curm;
genemtion mf art hxstonans used: such

twes fxeely, w;tho
whei such G4
]a'ns't scruple ¢

culture of Mushms can be pmperly called Tslamic, for the: szmp}e

reason that

. ihe: somely-and culture called “Islamic’in the second |
{ i siamu:‘ m tht: ﬁrst. Not onlyr
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built in'direct viglation-of the Islainic stricture that no durable
memorials should be.raised over ‘giaves. To call such mony-
‘ménts, or the architecture: they represesit, Tstamic, would be ts
travesty the word.. _

And yet the popular association between Islam and:certair
Tecall Delhits

social formsan _;cui't'uraI5‘pa'ttems'-de§éf§i3$:_a.name;
Jama Masjid Indo-Saracenic instea of Indo-18}
sin in a mote fugitive way. To douche our tetm;
religion-free s disablingly chaste because any nds

; Standing of
socialréalityis built onoverlapping categories aiid leaking definic
tions. Therefore, .following, Hodgson, 1 propose thert
“Islamicate®,* double ddjectival ending
“ltalianate”, ' the: Italian style
directly, not to just whatever is t : LIg:
something. associated. typically with Ttalian: style and with the
lialian manner; One speaks of “Halfanate architeetiirs’ even in
England ot Turkey. . Blamicate wouid refer ngt: directly 1o ‘the
religion, Islai, itself. bitt o:the s ittd and cultural complexhi
associated with Islant an the Musliins, both. anong Niistins
selties and even tlien found among non-Muistims,»"3 ‘ .
Theattentive rea rwould have noticéd thit having promiged
a definition for “Muslimness” 'have supplied Hodgson's gloss:
on “Islamicate”. 1 have switched ‘boals far three good reasons:

one, Islamicate, while every bit as awkward: ag. Mis
sounds more schiolarly; two Hodgson's: marvellous
cannot be detachied from the term it defines; arid thiee, N
riess is a niotin whereas in Islamicate T have teady-made adjective.
The argument of this essay can now ‘be re-stated, us ig
Hodgsart's. term: while the: house of Hindi cinema has many
mansions, its architecture is inspired by Islamicate forms.. The
most ebvious exaniple 6f these Islarnicate forms is Urdn. Tt is
ironit::_l.but;jt;r.ue:that—-I-‘Ii;idi;éihé’;ha isithe last strongholdiof Urdir
in-independent India; its Jast haven in a sea of. Iihg‘;u_stiqb‘i“gjdtry.
It-is appropriate that this be 5o because the Hindi film hag been
fashioned out of the rhetorical and demotic resources of Urdy,
Cansider the language-of its titles: Afarr Asa, Mughal-e-Azam,
Awara, Saliib, Bibi aur Ghulam; Farz, Khamoshi, Safar, Mugaddar ka
Sikandar, Nanigk Haram, Bawarchi, Sholay, Andnz, Qayamat Se
Qayamat Tak, Ishg, Ishg; Ishq, Wagt, Baazi; Masoom, Deewang, Aaj ki
Awaz, Dushman. . . the list is endless, A census of all Hindi film
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titles would reveal thata large majority in‘gtoi‘gc}ﬁafé’fl’erésd-ﬁrabic .

s sinallfact points the wayto:al tger conclusion;
1'Hindi, the “national language” the language of
rkari {tate-owned) radio and television, has litfle to do with
the vocabulazy.or, more importandy, the thetorical and emo-
tiondl registers of Hindi éinema. These-are Urdu's domain.®
This:is. fiot too large a claim and. it is based ‘on: more than a
countof filin titles. The seréenplays ar v@f‘df??l-l_i’fd.l:fﬁlrx‘_ljs are
wiittén-maitily in. Urdit. Even _Whé‘r‘ea_the'Ig;@ggage:‘gpgisep;-gnd
sung is colloquial, the key words, ‘th;_a yrords tha xf‘z_ssona?qare
borrowed Fom Urdu's Perso-Arabic léxic aUr fqr-eigayplle,
is the language of war and martyrdem in Hindi films, it is the
lanpuage men.diein: : 7
Kar chalty-hum fidl jaan-o-tan saqthiyon,,
Ab:humliarey havaley watan, saathiyon:
{Hageeqat)
Otthefirsttwolinesof the patrioticsong sung by Lata Mangeshkar
in.the-aftermath of the Sino-Indian war which, legend has it,
moyed Nehrir to tears.
Al neretatan ke fogon,
Zara aarkh:méin bhar lo pagi,
Jo shaheed he. e uriki
. Zargyand karo.qurbani. _
Watan, shaheed, qurbani, fida, jaan-o-tan, ‘these are the words tﬁat
carry the emotional chiarge of th‘ese-‘linés-‘- T*he-fs_ame lexdcan sup-
plies the words and phrases for lovelorn yearning:
- Mere wiehboob qayamat hogi o
Anj rusoa teri:galiyon mein mohabbat hogi.
| ' (Mr. X iri;Bombay)

loan wordsA T

The titles, lyrics and dialogue in Hindi films aré-shot through

rith words like these, and they are irreplaceable becatse- their
equivalentsin literary Hindi don’l resoundi the same way. Itzj
po e,.of course, to render dil, klmo;; _and X smfat (_hga;f, bloo 4
and destiny) as hriday, rakt and b.lm_gya'pxl-_ doesntoften happg-_r.cli-(

‘ Any number of examples can be cited tp;show ‘:hqw thg-st.o; ,
emotions of Hindi cinema are named and evoked by Urdu, but
thie point needn’t be laboured. The question is, howrdid this come
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to be? We can offer some pmvxswnai Answers. The pre-history of
Hindi cinema is located in thieattt ‘@nd the language of this
theatre--the Parsi theatre of the 18703, for ‘example-was Urdii.
Any repertory company that aspired to a national; metropoiﬁan
audience as opposed to a. provmcnal ohe, had o operate in a
language that had the Targest possible urban mzddle-class reach
This Imbua&e was Urdu. The:same logic applied-to cinema.
Why wasn't this language Hindi? Because the.administrative-
and literary traditions of: Istamicate: empire survived: intothe
colonial period and received the patronage of the colonial state.
Under the aegis of the British; Urdu sueceetled Farsi as' thie
language of administration in north Irdia, just ds Urdu had
gradually supplanted Farsi ‘as the langiiage of the cultivated
Islamicate elite. Official patronage and the weight of history
queeruc{the pitch for the debutant-player, htemry Hindi in search
of its Sanskrit rovis, Urdy, !hc’ anguage: of pubhc affairs, of the
‘State, had ‘more-opportunities and  more arenas.in-which to ex=
tend its range. In pidginised forny; it became the vemacular of the
Indian 1rmy. it was the languag Jawand justice. When- the
Anglican missionaries translated thie Bible for anorthvIndian reader-:
‘aiup, theyrendered itinto Urdu, Even nuts:de {tshome territories, in
a city like Bombay, it served as.a lingha franca. The other great
strength of Urdu was that it possessed an afray of expressive;
conventions in a standard idiom, Whatever its. ather defects; the.
systematic appropriation- of Perstan: models created a selficon-
sciously literate audience, respotisive to dramatic ttterance anid
allusive cues, whereas Hindi was appranlmed to Sanskrit, 2 Tan-
guage divorced from secular usage for centuries, 1t veas. bardly
surprising then, that it was Urdu which supplied a language for
cinema.’

Being the language of administration and consequently of
official discourse, Urdu was the mest _;p!aumble and credible:

idiom in which to.render thep ’bh::{:ﬂ text of any situation. For

example, ont of the great set—pmccs
room sceng, is unimaginable in any’ “other language. Despxte the
anglicised ambience of the court, whets : . “fied
bands, Wwhere the man- w;fh the 1, :
where the wordshe bellows whil
arder” {order, order); the real prot:

Urdu at its most magisterial: Hring sabéoi chiastim-o-deed gazmk,,-

- dable mediiim of justice-and the State, it is also'the d

indi.cinema, the court--
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qatl, vakil, msaaf BIas0ar; gzmekgaar bayaan-the words resound

and build to a crescendo aé the judge pronounces seritenice: dafr

number. . . tazirabi-Hindke tehad:. 'and then the pumshment, sbme-
“times umr gaid (life-térm) biit preferably, for the sake of drama,
saza-i-mant (deéath sentence). The unjustly accused hero, on the
other hand, is freed with that noble exoneration: ba fzzat brm
{%mnounbly acquittéd).

But it is worth remembering that Urdu is not just the form:—

which people routinely live their lives. For most. peoplein north
India or Hindustan, everyday objects, occupations, relahonsmps
and conditions are named,in Urdu: dukandar, sabziwallaly, makan-
malik, kirayedar, karigar, S, janadar, bawarchi, chaprasi, sm‘;ib
s!zaacir, barbandi, bikharr, ildaj, dawa; daru, Lambar, dnﬂar, kackeliH,
nirslita (sh‘ keeper, vegetable vendor, landlord, tenant, craftss

: ser;-cook, peon, master, marriage,
feuer, treatrnent medwme, hquor, pffice, court’rocvm, b‘reakfasr’).

tipal” sPeech

2alapp) ¥ :
asopposed toa more conifected, more “synthetic” Hmd;, leeany '

hterary language, Urdu was- highly wrought-—i
fi A rerwiought. Its users often revel
culty and-1ts: conscivus drtific t

poin?an, pan-lfndi’an form,

idiom was no handlmp; Qn the
‘ } y:to nd sonorous words foris

ton su;te pose of stylised melodrai & exampléfof

Urdy as handmmaiden to the grand manner is Sohrab Modi's

S:ffanderwnth Prithiviraj Kapodrat his dcclamatorybe intheti 1e
role

In fact it ‘could be: piaus;hly argued that Urdn d:dn t szmpiy

give utterance to the narrahves charactenshc of the Hindi'ein-

ema, ita y helped create them. Ceitainly the conventions of

' to:thiose of' thc

ﬁt,.‘élf;bd_h:‘n: \ than that, .izke lattendziy ﬁims wheré the hero

-
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and heroine blithely change costumesnd locations half 3 de
times: in the space of asing] ly
marked by a fine disregard. for
place, for “authenticity” forthe:
Bharatendu Harishehandr
the Parsi theatre {not surp
an alterndtive dramatic tra
family resemblatice to Sa
Hindi cinemia. Cominefit
the Parsi theatre, Kalidass
inBanaras, he noted with satisf;
- been'a success. Pramath Nath
ars both, had left midway,
trig Kalidasa's throdt. Th
way Dushyanta praniced 6rito stags
we learn fron Bharatenidu; th
absurdities; e had séi for 5. whiete. Krishria had ap-
peared i brevehes. Thise: hicatee-wiallahé had ng conception of
deshkaal; he wrote scotrifilly, ‘thieir pronunciation of Sanskiitic
wordswas appalling; andit wasjustaswell thattheysoon ceased
to dabble in Hindi theatre and réturned to their stack-in-trade,
Urdu playssuch as Indersablia and G t-e-Bagauali
However, to the chagtin of comutitt d} amatists, high-
minded Hindi dramafailed tostriké roots Desp
successful production of plays like Janaki Mingal, Ranihir Bren
Mohini and Satya Harisheliardra in Bénaras and Kanpur, Hindi
theatre remained -still-Born; no repertory. comipany emgrged,
mainly because there wasn’t an audience to- sustain one. This,
according to one history of Hindi drama, was because theatre-
goers weren't diseriminating enough to appreciate good plays;
their tastes having been corrupted by the vulgarity vended by
Parsi‘theatre.” In precisely these dccents did “cineastes” (as dis-
tinct'from the paying public)first lament the inabitity of quality
films:to achieve commercial release and then mourm the untimély

n that-he was:
idiyand his bar
say's strictures on <omin
 of the vare Findicfferigesint

nmiediate provocation had been.the

swinging his hips bit this,

death of the “parall rsi’_' icin
It is evident from ‘this th

' Parsi: theatre’s formuata didni’t
work in Hindi, Larigiage w titical variable; not theme or
substance, as the suceesshul a i of Hindu mythology in
[ndersabha demonstrates: Ascebing intrinsic qualities to.a fans

guage is nearly as bad as talking about its special genius, bat

leiist of the Paisi thodme’s -

the artistically -
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the early films of Benogal anid Nihalani had. names like Aunkur,
Nishant, Manthan, Bhumiks, Ackrosh. 2 vd Ardhasatyn, The titles:
reflect the anxiety ofthis largely subsidised movemaiit to His.
tanceitself from-the commercial cinetna and its bagaari Ui

Urdir was only one pitt of the legacy of Islamicat
“Thelegacy of Islamiicate empire” is short: bigridl

that the practice of the Islamicate stats.and it
the culture of the'colonial middle classesand,
the ginemd that they made:

Islamiicate empire ‘bequeathied. to Hindi cinema much more
thatva meditimand a vocabulary: it prov ages of
the goed life; a model of the man about
cultivated Ieisure and the ingredietits for renti
afthe above were derived from a part-fatitisise .
Lucknow, which was nostalgically remenibered as the last -ba;
tion ofa hieleaguired fslamicate cultuire, the ulbure of the-Urd
speaking lite. - | o .

Awadh produced the.archetypes butthecinemals use:ofithem

wasn’t limited by place or time. Just as “mughlai Khana®- has
become synonymous with Hindustani: haute cuisinie, “niawabi
ayyashi” is the standard for rentier decadante. Tt greatéstfilm
Bibiauy Ghuilam,
Bengal. Based
ambienceis,
int family, -a
eons; an.idle
‘ given to drink and cdurtesans, his bored, ne-
glected wife confined tothe zawana, the tamily hofourthréatened
by her indiscretions, its prosperi ty destroyed by intrigue-and a
changing wrld, and the end of an era signailed by the younger
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bride’s paralysis, the choti bahw’s murder and-the poigriance of
the ruined haveli..

The pigeons are significant because: they are associated with
the refined uselessness of Lakhinavi leisure; th ‘symbolise the
decadentisbsessions of an elite insulated fiomthe world it inhab-
its. Itisironic that when Ray made his first Hindifilo, Shatranj ke
Khilari, not only did he choose tosetit in thesspiritnal home of the
commercial cinema, e also used the Very gari ventionsand
stereatypes that Guru Dutt had, to representa.decadent; overtipe
-aultyre. Chessmen replace: pigeons by way ofobsession, the fate
of the state'of Qudhinstead of thefortimes ofa zamindari hinge
‘upon the obliviousnéss of the -prctagom 5; but the class they
‘belong to, thie way of life that is passing are essentially the same.
The frustrated wivesin the zanana; the danmng gitls, the st
motifs for picturing a sclf—mciu[gent ehte'-cvartaken by lustexy,
are hxthruliiy used. )

In fact this Islamicate:idiom for rend
of he Iandcd ammcmcy A, so_hegemnn

' e:det:imeland £all

theme is used outside the-ambit:of Hindi o “the treatinent

remains the same. The outstandmg exampleofHiisis againafilm
;by Ray, Jalsaghar. A zamindar once famousfor 15‘591&35, isnow
fallen ‘on bad, times., Attended by-a singl i1
mansion he relives the casial extravagance of the

struniental in bringing him-to his prese g pass) 'hén the .

miisicians in the country hadcgmced-z
by a social climbing merchan 5 presumpt
arts, hiedecides by stag
torymiehifil, 2 dfpawns sTast valiable:
The: chandehers, the carpets, the wire-!
on their bolsters, even the real life pers
Akhtar; and her geographical provepance
career shewas cal}ed Akhtan Bax

grand manner was patented in Islazmcate At 'adh the Mother of

all Decay. _

The ambience created by these'
-senmbﬂﬂy Thxs 15 ev:dent m th
: 55 at the premse
drown in-a distant

mc)nwnl wh?n Ihc .mmmdar’s Wife:
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ferry an insect struggles in'a wine-glass; a spider weaves ils: web
over the zamindar's: < time mothballs his world)-ina.
realist/ naturalist film;.th symbuhsm would be embarrassiiigly
florid. But. ia!saglmrzs: riot a'naturalist film; it isa dramatised elegy
ahout the _passing of 4 ciltivated, if décadent, way of life and

iése il are SUFroj the symbols and conventions a
propridte ko the tone of this film
wasito the mood of Sahib, Bibiaur
Ghtiila Isachar vith. the zamindar mountmg a horse'and
gallo ,J_ng recklessfy till he is thrown and killed—this, too, is
ﬁttmg, for an elegy requires a. death, and Ray is-a scrupuloiis
moutner.

Theoceasion for tw essay was the'Hindi éinema and Muslim
women. Withiit' the. ftam' of the. argument deVeleped Liere, it

! 'vamp mcorpara.es:annther H ol
“wiles often furtherthe’ dcsngns of her .

Her Ind:an bIoodl_ €5 lead dlrectly to the tewaif, The: tawa{f ‘

was not merely a prostitite, though she served that purpose;
‘pure prostitution was the domain of the: raua‘: The tammf catered
cemprehenswely to theneeds

mplished courtesan, asort of gexsha If
\ ken seripusly, it was the tawaif ‘who
undertook the: sogial. education of the sons:of the genitey: She
taught them a propér appreaatlun of the finer things in Life:

nusic, dende,. conve:sation and etiquette—the Jegendary. courtli-
ness: of Awad}u manners,, Lucknew $ qurzakat and telizeeh were.

‘ tatmn The worci mu}m is

catesa place‘where anything runs or is
son Who pays s reSpects, such

o The: danceﬂnor, thus, becemm

T
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theatre in the round
polite society stage
knows Ehexr Imes, wher

- generahty of Hindi ﬁhns, ]

doesn’t necessarily result i
‘means that the tawaif's aceur )
counterpomts the heroine's modesky is mamed) and
ginity (if she isn't). Sirice vittue and sexsia ity at:
sexuality as distinet fromi deémiug: uIenCe}
‘the same- womai in B¢ Hindi §
female bodies; the heroirie and th
tawaif is the otheér woman soci
aur-Ghulam, Rehman, the dg
makes this clear to his wife
enitreaties to spend his tune,a ok
the inadequacies generic-to'th wife
Wlth mng, can -.he dance Ea

" In Lal Pathar the tawmf is i
ening the wife's peace of mind 4
Hema: Mulmi a central char :

w:th hlm whose suhagtvz wi
ab!hty that she, a tawalf,
turng mialevolent that skié b gins o
seductress to produce the' vamp of Hindi films: Nadlra, Helen,
Bindu, Arupa lrani .

Given her tawaif liheage it

dsing that the Hindi film_

vamp. invariably dances.'WhiIe the dancec is as hybrid as her

pedigree, its debt to the nutjez is everywhere apparent. If the
idiom of the niujra is Kathak, freely and suggestively znterpreted
the vamp's cabaret is. founded on movements and mannerisms
borrowed from the nugh ougtting; the scissored logs, the
undetlip caught betweert:t
brows, the coyly wrinkled'ise), m rid matched with every-
thing from the belly dance to thie flaitienco, the whole chcreo~_

_ -, espect
cairriever achifeve. Tiis when the fawmf- _
hadle into the Hallywucd _

hed and wiggled eye.-
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audierice th 'nvxlége of voyeunsm Mthout
aif doies When she dancds the:aitr, oinly

ot ‘I}{i,e obvnous‘explan
heromes"h Ve stolen

-'hese latter-day'Meena urmiaris kee

bigeri rubble by triodernity, bu biecause they't have‘beenb ed
by it. Though the tawaif and the begum- have biéen joined, the
resuil’ is'niot the w Woman of Eemamst ast i but the

cultureisa sub;ect Iarg '
e ar the sto ‘ Mushm cha racters

-ed kha cmn Urdu, Avadh and the Jawaif'
 shaping Hindi cmema asa whule-—not

just sonie “Muskim’ 'édmponenr of it.
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fLudal or Seml-ﬁeuddl accordmg to taste. Lakew:sé the- tawmf
could be seen as a vanaut on pattems of prestntutmn and

I have used Isiamtcate mstea -of these other terms is. two-fold:
first, weapons of mass destruction like “fendal? and “patriar-
chal” tend to level the landscapes that they light upon. Second,
Islamicate seems to correspond to the association. that my hypo-
thetical producers and consumers of Hindi filhis mlght make
between Urdu, ghazals, qawwalis, nawdbs, latwaifs, b egums, on
the one'hand, and some notion of Islamic or M slim cultire and
history on the other. WhenIndians cease to:make thisassociation;
Islamicate will become an 1rrelevant term. It napphcable, for
example, to jalebis or stoain ki kiteer, eveni: though Muslim migrants
brought thém into Indid. No ‘one makest
longer. Until that happens to:the sub;ects
fills'a holein.our vocabulary. And tlkthatsecilas kmgdo o :comes
let us giviethanks for the Hindifilni: the unparntmned homeland
of the people of al-Hind.

Nutes

1 would Tike 10 thank $. M. Azizuddin Hussain, Salecm HKidwai and, mopst
especially Asha Gupta for their atvide and informition.

Hmdu,. [slamw:, Ra]put a.nd Eumpean
3 Mnﬁhall G5, Hodgsan, ‘I'he Veirture of It G
Volurne Qine: ThieClassical Age-ofistam

3 Bid,, pisd.

'lhavennquarrelw;lhthusewimwauld' i he 0 f

unsuitable for: ;,eneml adophon
-$ This is a good place to-explain w

lingia:franch of non.péninsular’ Indi s Teilo’

(Sanskntlc) and Urdu {I’erso-At’abic ThHe miors

‘con eeuon any‘

e

This checrfully mliaqu _l
pight'otitafa, myfra
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both are mamly committed to mutual intomprehensibility. In a republican
Inidia, i, be:ng &he nati gre.hins the assistance of the State and the
i wour, In this essay, Urdy is used in.a
nunlike goverament Hindi, Is accepting of
rrikige, This encompasses everything from
- Tidgu shc Tanfge of Mindi cinema,

hh'

resxduai scnse,, fe. any u
the-lingua franica’s Pers
Bornbay 5 argnl fo Ghahb'

(l"yasa)

minenceis attributable to the pntmnage ithids
“hlstori lly received from the Stote,.its position Is vulnerable:to changes in
policy. I & purged snd Sanskritised. Hindi endures as the officia language of
the Republic and ils- media, Urdu's influgnce 'on the Hindi' film might well
watie, Two inlterviews from the. Suuday Times of Judia, (November 1, 1992,
conld be straws-in the wind, The first interviewee is fhie mainstream-fifm
makar, Subkash at:

i B'ut Wiy v yois mh.d it Khulnagak? Will the masses know what

G ai; Jt means “The Villain®. I did thinkabouta simpler title but fhis
: tone:In anycase*'wc ve been hr:aring such difﬁ

; film énthtied. Ahmrmq bel‘me?

, trangely theword “idiot” is 'mare popilas. Lasked a:
tax riVEr whethes hig'knew wiat aharfmq meanl and hu

* Gulab R:u, ] A&I

il d_ipm‘;makt.s thgr cutesttal_ durl:a:_-:ét Indfa seem fike 2

2
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