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Meena Kumari in Abrar Alvi’s Sahib Bibi Aur Ghulam (1962)
Source: National Film Archive of India

The decision to write this book emerged from our artistic and academic trajectories intersecting over the
question of how to develop a vocabulary to speak about the visual aesthetics of a cinema that had left an
indelible imprint on the infancy of the nation. The same aesthetics made its presence felt in the terrain of
our childhoods in the 1980s when these movies and film-makers continued to be celebrated in popular
culture via reruns on television and cassettes played on VHS (Video Home Systems). Kamal Amrohi,
Madhubala, Meena Kumari, Ashok Kumar, Raj Kapoor, Bimal Roy, Guru Dutt, Nargis, Nutan and Abrar
Alvi, came to represent a wistfully exhumed cinematic footprint. More recently, the iconic black-whitegrey images from that time, stark to our colour-biased internet-weary eyes, reminded us that perhaps we
had not given sufficient thought to what those assertive visual articulations represented to a collective
consciousness that had shaped several decades of artists and viewers in India. The irony of this
preoccupation with visual form, at a time when our engagement with the format was as far removed as

possible from the original format of the cinema (35 mm), was not lost on us.
Even though neither of us was born at the time of the films’ first theatrical release, our viewings were from
television telecasts and cassettes played at home—for me it was the highlight of summer vacations in
Mangalore (with gratitude to that archaic institution called the video rental library) and for Nikhil Govind
these were viewings during school years in Burma (he wonders if the films were smuggled/pirated). Some
of the films came to us via the weekly screenings of classics on the national television channel
Doordarshan. When we first began to watch these films together, some six years ago, it was concerning the
question of the earliest influences on our visual and storytelling sensibilities (Guru Dutt, I said without
hesitation) and the format of our shared encounters were compact discs viewed through DVD players. Our
digital consumption of the films was reinforced but in a completely new idiom during more recent
viewings, often on YouTube or Netflix or Amazon Prime. However, not only were our viewings on
different formats reifying the evolution of cinema but they were also bringing to the fore new enabling such
as watching the same shot again and again, often down to fractions of a second. Often we viewed films
with muted sound and without subtitles so that the images and performances could speak louder to us. This
diminution of the screen from the grand theatres of the 1940s to the 1960s (when these movies were
released) to the multitude of digital copies whose formats mechanically adjusted to the dimensions of the
television or computer screens, has been to us an invitation to see the films not entirely stuck in a historical
space or mood but as ongoing encounters.
Both of us grew up in families that celebrated vintage Hindi films and our parents sang to us popular
melodies from these films: this is to share that the affinity for the craft was more intuitive than academic
for much of our lives. I studied Mass Communication (at the AJK Mass Communication Research Centre,
Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi) in the mid-1990s and worked as an independent professional in the media
industry for a decade. My early assignments were as Assistant Director in film projects, where one of the
main duties was to keep a record of the filming, especially the continuity (of action, props, costume and so
on). Watching cinema as one frame after another—each filled with details to track continuity—served as
dependable training and foundation for this project and indeed for my ‘other life’ as a novelist. It was an
extraordinary privilege to have studied the craft prior to one’s first acquaintance with a computer and
before everything turned digital: the experience (anxiety and thrill) of slipping hands inside a changing bag
to load 16 mm film in its magazine entirely by touch, to feel the weight and vibration of the Arriflex BL
camera against bone, to light a space and calculate exposure on film, to hold one’s breath in a darkened
room as the film (returned from the laboratory) is screened for the first time, to watch sprockets squeak on
a Steenbeck editing machine, to cut and splice celluloid to tell a story—film became a tangible object and
moving aesthetic at the same time.
This is not to romanticise film or film-making, for my life as a practitioner taught me early enough that I
was temperamentally ill-suited to the industry and the dynamics between distance and belonging has

marked my knotty relationship with the craft. Nonetheless, it took Nikhil Govind’s repeated insistence that
a scholar who has laboured on a film set was not a common occurrence that initiated this project. While we
worked together at every stage, we agreed that I would compose the voice and structure of the manuscript
and this advertently led to a crucial reconnection with a life-trajectory that had trailed away.
As my career took me from film sets to television studios to classrooms to book-writing, and as digital
images became the norm, I never expected to work with or touch film again. But it was not till the early
weeks of 2020, when I went to the National Film Archive of India (NFAI) in Pune to collect images for this
publication that I found myself looking at the familiar curl of celluloid again. A time-lapse of 24 years—so
much had changed and so much had remained the same. The redbrick edifice of the NFAI evoked the
intense familiarity of all government education/research establishments that one has plodded through as a
scholar and citizen. There is that unassailable sensation of entering a time warp: space where a day will
almost always unfurl at an unhurried pace. It is a realm that begs a special reserve of patience from
researchers—the work as much in negotiating the bureaucratic apparatus as in the archival material one
seeks to study.
My journey in this space started with the Documentation Department that has a database of images
(production stills or screen grabs) from various films. There being no clear pattern to the nature
or quantities of images available for each film, it became obvious soon enough that this database cannot
provide the specific frames that are referenced in our manuscript. I was then directed to the Film
Preservation Department where a kindly and resourceful official confirmed that of the nine films on my
list, four had been digitised and five were still celluloid in cans that would have to be removed
and transported from the NFAI vault which is located elsewhere in the same city. The digitised films were
Sujata, Bandini, Pyaasa and Kaagaz ke Phool. The quality of the screen grabs from these digitised copies
did not do justice to the visual finesse of these films but working with digital versions was a constraint of
the project that we had already accepted. In the meanwhile, I was told that the other five films—Aag,
Mahal, Barsaat, Seema and Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam—would come from the vault. A day later, all but the
last title had arrived in green circular cans stacked one atop another, lining the tungsten-lit corridor of the
department where I stood wonderstruck that all the films I had watched since childhood were in front of
me—the casual carelessness of their stacking, in a narrow passageway of old equipment and metal shelves
where staff scurried all day, was at odds with how privileged I felt. Nonetheless, there they were, the films
we had written about, roughly between 12 to 16 spools for each film. The quantity of footage in each can
varied but mostly contained about 10–15 minutes of screen time. The films, however, were still not directly
accessible to me. I had to wait for a technician to spool it on the Steenbeck machine and run it till we found
the specific image that he would mark with a piece of white tape and set aside in a new stack. It was not
clear how the marked frames would be turned into digital images for the book but we kept at the process,
reel after reel, in the hope of permissions and guidelines trickling down through a hierarchy of officialdom.
Just one more day in a capricious archive, one more night in a cold hotel room and gnawing anxiety as the

week progressed, especially about not yet sighting the cans of Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam in the corridor
stacks. Where is it? I kept asking the kindly official. Missing, she said.
Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam, released in 1962, the only directorial offering from Abrar Alvi, the last film
produced by Guru Dutt in visual partnership with V.K. Murthy, often rated among the finest performances
in Meena Kumari’s oeuvre, is an extraordinary film not only in its craftsmanship but for the unfailing
adulation it has enjoyed from film enthusiasts since its release. The film with its overwrought melodrama
and patchy plotting is not without flaws but in the writing of this project, we remained in agreement that
this film represented the summation of the black and white aesthetics of its generation. There simply isn’t
another film quite like it.
‘The master is not in location,’ the official told me (and by this, she meant the master copy of the film that
was in the archive’s safekeeping was not in its designated slot in the vault), ‘and the other copy is missing
four reels’. Missing? How can that be? The blood had seeped from my face and my sorrow was not entirely
comprehensible to the other person. ‘It is only misplaced and will turn up, nothing to worry’. Her kindness
and reassurance only wrung my heart. ‘This is not about my book,’ I tried to explain, ‘really it is not, but to
lose anything of this film is to lose a national treasure.’ There may be other copies of the film free-floating
in the universe but the copies at NFAI belonged to the nation, kept at the trust of a tax-paying, trusting
public. I understood the inevitability of loss but not of apathy and struggled to contain the heartache, a
sense of bleakness about my work. How removed we are as scholars, I thought, from this other world of
numbering and preserving; we were talking of aesthetics in abstraction when the films were languishing
somewhere or disappearing.
Someone tried to assuage my distress by suggesting that the film was on YouTube. Yes, I know, I said, but
it is not the same.
Not the same—this thought never left me when I watched the reels run at the archive. One of the challenges
of writing this book was presenting still images to the reader while talking of the sensibility of motion.
Something was happening in reverse to me in the archive—for the first time since we began this project, I
felt the deepest pleasure in the immaculate stillness of the image and then childlike delight at watching that
image become motion when run (24 frames in a second) through the machine. No less wondrous are the
patterns running alongside one edge of the strip that turn into sound. The other chastisement of the celluloid
was how easily I had overlooked the squarish dimension of 35 mm film—our eyes and sensibilities had
become so accustomed to the stretched rectangular orientations of contemporary cinema that when
discussing a composition, we had not accounted for the entire frame, just the part of the frame that had
been adapted to the widescreen ratio. In other words, for the first time since we started this project, I was
able to see the totality of the cinematographer’s composition, especially the top and bottom edge of the
frame and it was a rediscovery that I will always cherish. It also brought a pang of regret that so much of

our analysis of composition had been of an altered viewing (purely in terms of what we saw in that frame)
and for authors of a book on visual aesthetics that is not an easy thought to live with. Watching the 35 mm
film, I found that the eye travelled on the image differently and one reveled in the elegance of the 4:3
dimension (rather than the more prevalent widescreen ratio of 2.35:1). And perhaps I never felt that
gratification more than when I finally got to watch the reels of Sahib Bibi aur Ghulam on the boxy monitor
of the Steenbeck.
The four missing cans arrived the following day, though can number 13 was lined with fungus and had to
be left alone. The only image in this book that has not come from NFAI was inside this can—we have
sourced that image from the internet and marked it as Fig. Zero to register our concern about the larger
question of the fate of ageing film. It is possible that this affected reel of the film will be cleaned and
treated, just as perhaps the master copy of the film will be found and restored to its location in the vault (I
did not dare ask of its fate) but it does not address a more fundamental question, that of institutional
responsibilities.

Fig. Zero
It was my fourth day in the archive. All the images on my list had been identified and marked on the reels
and now we needed to find a way to get a digital copy. It had been done before in one specific manner. In
the early 1980s, Arun Khopkar began work on his study of Guru Dutt’s films: Guru Dutt: Teen Anki
Shokantika was published in Marathi in 1985 and was translated to English by Shanta Gokhale as Guru
Dutt: A Tragedy in Three Acts in 2012. Khopkar claims his to be one of the first books to print images that
came from ‘frames of the film in motion rather than publicity stills’. This was done by assembling a small
makeshift contraption on an editing table—two overlapping metal plates with windows the size of a single
frame of the film are placed upright, with enough space between the plates to slide in the reel of film.
Behind this window is a naked bulb lying on its side—it is turned on to light up the image that is then
captured by a still photographer. In the absence of a film scanner, this remains the only method available to
extract an image from a strip of celluloid at NFAI and I am not aware of any other book or author apart
from Khopkar who has used it, though the apparatus likely ran through a few other hands.

As it turned out, the freelance photographer who was contacted by the department said that he no longer
did the job and I was asked to wait for another photographer (who did not turn up) and finally instructions
were given to have it done with an in-house camera. After initial hand-wringing over not finding a memory
card, a cheerful young employee turned up with a DSLR camera, but as we found out in a couple of
minutes, the camera came with a telephoto lens and was hopelessly inadequate for the task at hand. It did
not help that the rusted metal window that was meant to help us take the photograph was not able to hold
the frame firmly in place either. When the camera did have a go at the image (from a considerable distance,
in almost no light), it was blurred and low resolution. A young man trained to work in film restoration
suggested trying our phone cameras—we placed a sheet of white paper on the small circle of light built into
the Steenbeck machine (to view film negatives), placed the film reel flat over it, braced two bobbins (the
plastic circle around which celluloid is rolled) one atop another, perched my mobile phone on the bobbins
to steady it and took a photograph of the film reel (about four frames in one image). I emailed the image to
the publisher who confirmed that the resolution was good enough for publication—the smartphone whose
intrusiveness I often complain about turned out to have a high definition resolution camera—and it is
entirely thanks to the kindness and sincerity of that young technician that we gathered all the images we
needed for this book, reel after reel, photograph after photograph, both of us pausing at several moments to
take deep breaths at the sheer beauty and power of the cinematic shard in our hands.
It was precisely such passion and joy in cinema that had led to the establishment of NFAI and its catalogue
in the first place. Shivendra Singh Dungarpur’s documentary Celluloid Man chronicles the perseverance
and foresight of the archivist P.K. Nair who set up NFAI in 1964. It was entirely due to Nair’s efforts that
some rare and almost-destroyed footage was rescued. Film scholar Ashish Rajadhyaksha writes, ‘India has
had the poorest record of film survivals, with the National Film Archive of India possessing less than 5 per
cent of everything that has been made.’ The earliest films have suffered the most. Nair claims to have
acquired 10–12 of the over 1200 silent films made between 1912 and 1931 (records of these decades are so
poor that every scholar has a different figure for the number of silent films made). Nair is credited with a
photographic memory of the films he collected and the great lengths he went to acquire and restore reels
from all over the country. However, the concrete reality of the archive we have at present is more akin to a
mausoleum for film. In Celluloid Man, the noted film-maker Shyam Benegal succinctly diagnoses the two
crucial components that go into a healthy archive: (a) individual(s) with vision and passion for curatorial
work, (b) knowledge of what professional archiving involves at the administrative level. My own
observations attest that the system is woefully regressing in resources, process and vision. Current efforts
seem nowhere close to stemming the bleed.
I am aware that this present narrative is entirely the representation of one researcher’s experience—it
cannot adequately represent all the many activities sustained by NFAI—and I am equally aware that
laments about the slow disintegration of several archives in this country are also fairly predictable.
Nonetheless, we cannot afford to indulge in self-congratulatory nostalgia for an influential black and white

film heritage or its national repository when the films would be much better served if turned over to
conservation specialists who have more accountability than the present system proffers. This would
hopefully mean updates in technology, service and governance structures. I was told that NFAI at present is
not equipped to work on preservation and restoration of master copies—these are outsourced through
tenders—and only 550 films in its safekeeping have been digitised (this was done nearly a decade ago
according to sources there and any further digitisation is again subject to government process). There are
efforts to support research and publication with some annual grants (frugal by most standards) but the
outputs of the majority of these projects are hagiographic and will not compare favourably with the best
film scholarship in India or elsewhere. Somehow the understanding of archives has been mostly reduced to
the running of air-conditioning in a vault, lining books in a library and the screening of films for festivals.
In these conditions, the researcher is at risk of being a floating dispensable entity. This was certainly the
feeling in my chest as I navigated the streets of Pune to locate a bored notary official to sign off on an
indemnity bond (that familiar 500 rupee stamp paper) with our promise to use images ethically and give
appropriate credit to NFAI along with a nominal fee for each image printed.
The mission was accomplished but not quite—the book manuscript that we thought was complete had to be
extended to this reflective essay, not just as a metanarrative to research/writing but because we felt that our
research has to speak beyond a temporary inhabitation of archive spaces, beyond analysis of cinematic text
and technique and into a responsible consumption of works of art. The genesis of every archive starts with
an impulse to save, to record—but one realises soon enough that the archive itself is a self-propelling
narrative, an amorphous coming together of the fruition, slippages and quests of its record-keeping. In
extension of this empathy with the archive, this book hopes to record the profound artistic nurture offered
by the films of the era. These films deserve to endure for long and to be enjoyed by many more like us.

