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Introduction


More than likely, you’ve heard of an industry somewhere called Bollywood. You may have experienced the music through participating in a Bollywood wedding dance. Or perhaps you may have seen an actual Bollywood film with subtitles. But whether or not you’ve experienced a taste of Bollywood, have never been exposed, or are a die-hard fan, this book has something for you.

Bollywood is among the largest film industries in the world, with nearly a thousand films being released each year. The industry offers a diverse sampling of content, mixing various religious and regional influences of the Indian subcontinent to create films like no other. That said, most films are Hindi-language ones, but we explore the other flavors throughout this book.

The name Bollywood itself comes from merging “Bombay” and “Hollywood,” given Bombay (now known as Mumbai) is where most Hindi films were historically produced. Now Hindi-language films are being shot all around the world, with London as a regular destination for making movies.

The Bollywood style itself is a delight to the eyes, full of expressive visuals and elaborate song and dance routines. And over the years, Bollywood has become an industry with diverse stories with global appeal. This book takes you from the genesis of the industry to the modern day production styles to every new innovation over the decades in between.



About This Book

Bollywood For Dummies is intended to be a handy reference, which means that you don’t need to read the chapters in order or from beginning to end. We provide notes along the way, signaling you if there’s another chapter with more detail on something you just read. That way, no matter how you read, you’ll be easily guided on where to go next.

Of course, the Bollywood industry is constantly creating; we provide detail on everything until the time of publishing, but encourage you to follow along for updates on our podcast, Desi Standard Time.

Here is a brief snapshot of what we cover in this book: 


	An overview of one of the largest film industries in the world, including an inside look at the core Bollywood families that make up the industry and the endless talent occupying the Bollywood big screen.

	The history of every decade of Bollywood from its inception to present day, including the Partition, which separated India and Pakistan, and the impact it had on overall entertainment industry.

	The evolution of Bollywood music, its influence on the movies, and its impact for the Bollywood dance fanatics.

	The fans and audiences that adore Bollywood worldwide.

	How the entertainment industries in other South Asian countries have been impacted and impact Bollywood.





Foolish Assumptions

In this book, we make the following assumptions about you, our dear reader: 


	You have some interest in Bollywood, whether new to the industry or a lifelong fan.

	You have access to any device that would allow you to watch, listen, or consume our various Bollywood recommendations.

	You can read.





Icons Used in This Book

Icons in this book point out important tidbits for you to look at, remember, and absorb. Here we review the icons that we use throughout this book to guide you on your Bollywood journey.

[image: Tip] The Tip icon points out helpful information that will help you more deeply understand the details of Bollywood.

[image: Remember] The Remember icon marks interesting or useful facts about Bollywood.

[image: Cultural wisdom] The Cultural Wisdom icon helps to point out key parts about the surrounding South Asian culture that influences various parts of the Bollywood industry.



Beyond the Book

A few of our podcast fans have already asked where they can turn to find out more. Beyond this book, we’ve put together some additional resources for those who need them: 


	Cheat Sheet: Go to www.dummies.com and search for “Bollywood Cheat Sheet” to find a handy reference guide for all things Bollywood. The online Cheat Sheet is particularly valuable for getting direct links to music videos or other fun Bollywood entertainment.

	Podcast: We, the authors (Maaz Ali, Maaz Khan, and Anum Hussain), aren’t employees of the Bollywood industry, but as long-time fans we host and produce a podcast called Desi Standard Time. Desi Standard Time’s name itself is an ode to the people of South Asia and the long-standing trope poking fun at how South Asians are typically never on time, requiring their own “standard time.”

Go to www.instagram.com/desistandard to enjoy our own posts, content, stories, and links to podcast episodes to continue being a part of the South Asian entertainment fan base. We also highlight podcast episodes.

Although this book serves as an educational reference guide, our podcast serves as a place to appreciate, study, and sometimes criticize the various aspects of the industry. Our episodes take a birds-eye look at themes that transcend the industry, such as the infamous hip-thrusting dance moves that have dominated endless Bollywood music videos or the evolution of rock music in Pakistan.






Where to Go from Here

If you’re completely new to Bollywood, we suggest starting with Chapter 1 and 2 to get a basic breakdown of the industry as well its people, places, and history. If you’ve already been exposed to Bollywood and here to reminisce or explore a subject you’re less aware of, peruse the Table of Contents or index to jump right to actors, music, or whichever category you deem worthy. If you’re South Asian and are more intrigued by the greater diaspora, we dedicate the entire Part 5 to just that.

This book isn’t linear, so ultimately you can start anywhere and then go where your inner Bollywood dancer takes you next.





Part 2

Bollywood through the Years


IN THIS PART …
 
Take a trip back in time and examine every decade of Bollywood from its inception to present day.

Find out more about the Partition that separated India and Pakistan, with the major impact on the each country’s film industry.

Glimpse the evolution of Bollywood’s film styles, from genres to all out musical productions.

Meet the famous actors and actresses of each generation, including their blockbuster films of the time.

Build your list of must-see Bollywood movies with recommendations from every era of the industry.

Introduce yourself to the man considered to be the biggest legend of Bollywood today.

Jump into where the industry is today with contemporary Bollywood actors and actresses.





Chapter 5

Going Contemporary: Bollywood in the 1990s and Early 2000s


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Meeting the Bollywood king, Shah Rukh Khan

[image: check] Introducing the 1990s Bollywood actors who dominated the big screen

[image: check] Recognizing famous 1990s Bollywood actresses



The 1990s brought a host of changes to Bollywood: a new generation of fans, a more liberal social climate, and, perhaps most importantly, the influx of fresh talent as classic Bollywood actors aged and no longer played leading roles in movies. The liberalization of India’s economy, the advent of new technology, and easier access to cinema led to an even greater demand for movies, songs, characters, and memorable storylines, and Bollywood answered the call — in epic fashion.

This decade began with a fresh exploration of a different kind of man: the romantic. Audiences yearned to connect with their on-screen heroes, and Bollywood delivered just that. Powerful leading men delivering endlessly dramatic dialogues were replaced by roles for relatable, scrawny 20-somethings who were shy and nervous when speaking to a girl. The backdrop changed from rural parts of the homeland to majestic Swiss landscapes and recognizable European landmarks. And although familial conflict often dominated the plotlines of classic Bollywood, contemporary Bollywood focused on one thing: How will the boy get the girl?

Of course, if the movies of this era were to have a host of charming young men, they needed equally vivacious and desirable actresses to play the counterparts. In this chapter, we review how the recognizable Bollywood families contributed several names to the big screen during this time. However, a new trend also emerged simultaneously: Models and former pageant winners were finding success in movies while garnering critical acclaim for their performances, establishing themselves as true double threats.
 

DEFINING A GENERATION OF FILM
 
The 1990s and 2000s brought a host of new and interesting personalities into the Bollywood mix. Though a few actors and actresses dominated the screen, every new face got its day in the sun, and audiences were able to enjoy the singular talents of each of these individuals. If you want to watch these folks in action, tune in to our picks for the best movies from the 1990s to acquaint yourself with these contemporary Bollywood stars: 


	Darr (Fear): Directed and produced by Yash Chopra, Darr is an Indian psychological romantic thriller film from 1990. It stars many actors we discuss from the 1990s, including Sunny Deol, Juhi Chawla, and Shah Rukh Khan. This film, which received ten nominations at the 39th Filmfare Awards, is known for putting King Shah Rukh on the map.

	Khal Nayak (Villain): Khal Nayak is a crime thriller produced and directed by Subhash Ghai and featuring Sanjay Dutt, Madhuri Dixit, and Jackie Shroff. This 1993 film is known for its more suggestive song “Choli Ke Peeche Kya Hai” (What’s Behind Your Blouse?). The movie’s soundtrack itself became one of the year’s best-selling Bollywood soundtracks, with 10 million copies. Female singers for the song, Alka Yagnik and Ila Arun, whom we discuss more in Part 3, scored the film and won the Filmfare Award for best female playback singer.

	Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The Big-Hearted Will Take the Bride): Written and directed by Aditya Chopra, this iconic musical stars Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol as nonresident Indians (NRIs) who fall in love and must win over their more traditional family members. DDLJ, as it is fondly known, set the record for most Filmfare awards by winning ten and has played in theaters for more than 24 continuous years. This 1994 film also started the trend of Indian filmmakers making movies to appeal to the NRI audience.

	Hum Aapke Hain Koun..! (Who Am I To You?): Written and directed by Sooraj Barjatya, this romantic drama from 1994 stars Madhuri Dixit and Salman Khan and focuses on two key themes of Indian film and culture: weddings and family. It’s recognized as an influence in the switch to less violent storylines in the Bollywood industry. It won five Filmfare Awards. For more on this defining film, see Chapter 18.

	Raja Hindustani (The Indian King): Directed by Dharmesh Darshan, this romantic drama stars Karisma Kapoor and Aamir Khan and was inspired by the 1965 film Jab Jab Phool Khile (Whenever the Flowers Bloomed), starring classic Bollywood actors Shashi Kapoor and Nanda. This 1996 film became the fourth-highest-grossing film of the 1990s.

	Dil To Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy): A romantic musical, this 1997 film is another Yash Chopra classic and went on to become the highest-grossing Bollywood film of the year. It features a classic 1990s cast: Shah Rukh Khan, Madhuri Dixit, Karisma Kapoor, and Akshay Kumar. Made on a budget of just over $1 million, the film went on to gross more than $8 million worldwide.

	Dil Se.. (From the Heart): Written and directed by Mani Ratnam, Dil Se.. is a romantic thriller set against the backdrop of the insurgency in Northeast India. This 1998 film stars, of course, Shah Rukh Khan alongside Manisha Koirala. It’s also known as the debut film for Preity Zinta and went on to win awards for cinematography, audiography, choreography, and music. The soundtrack is known for its work by A. R. Rahman, whom we discuss in Part 3.

	Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens): Known for the directorial debut of the one and only Karan Johar, this romantic drama features the iconic duo again: Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol, with a supporting role by Rani Mukerji. Johar’s goal for this 1998 movie was to set a new standard for Indian cinema, which he accomplished by having it become the highest-grossing film in India ever — until Johar broke his own record in 2001 with Khabi Khushi Khabie Gham.

	Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I’ve Given My Heart Away, Beloved): Described as a loose adaption of the Bengali novel Na Hanyate, by Maitreyi Devi, this 1998 romantic drama is one of many classic love triangles found in Bollywood. It stars Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, Salman Khan, and Ajay Devgn, who is now Kajol’s real-life husband. The movie is directed and produced by Sanjay Leela Bhansali.

	Taal (Rhythm): Another romantic drama from 1999, this time directed by Subhash Ghai, Taal actually premiered in the United States at the Chicago International Film Festival. Starring Anil Kapoor, Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, and Akshaye Khanna, it’s another incredible A.R. Rahman soundtrack and was the first Indian movie to be listed on Variety’s Top 20 box office list.







Never-Ending Rom-Khans: Shah Rukh and the Other Khans

The 1990s came to be defined by a few individuals who came from seemingly nowhere — actors and actresses who weren’t associated with one of the well-known families found fame and glory as audiences became fascinated by relatable people who could do extraordinary things. Specifically, four different Khans made a huge impact, which we discuss in the following sections.

As Shah Rukh Khan was ascending to his throne, other actors were gaining recognition. Curiously, though they aren’t related, three other Khans were dominating headlines in the 1990s: Salman Khan’s boyish charm, Aamir Khan’s piercing glare, and Saif Ali Khan’s goofy antics ushered in the era of the Khans. Three of the four Khans — Shah Rukh, Aamir, and Salman — together dominated the Indian box office for nearly three decades.


King Khan: Shah Rukh Khan

One man rose from relative anonymity and was crowned the Badshah (meaning “king”) of Bollywood in the ’90s and created a wave of popularity that only Amitabh Bachchan had generated before him (read about Bachchan’s legacy in Chapter 4). This man is Shah Rukh Khan.

The story begins like any other: A young boy from a middle-class family in Delhi aspires to be an actor. Though he excels in other areas of life, including sports, those around him notice that he has a knack for imitations and acting, and they encourage him to pursue acting full-time. Though reluctant at first, he finally succumbs and lands his first roles in television until working his way to the top of the largest movie industry in the world.

Shah Rukh Khan, a man from humble beginnings, went on to become one of the most influential and popular celebrities in the world. He appeared in multiple blockbusters that cemented his legacy forever, first playing an antihero, a male protagonist who the audience knew possessed a fatal flaw — but couldn’t help but love. Khan is known particularly for his puppy dog eyes (check out Figure 5-1), which drew in audiences — even when his character in Baazigar (Juggler) was throwing a woman off a roof in cold blood!

[image: Cultural wisdom] Directors quickly noted Khan’s quirky personality, fast dialogue delivery, and those same puppy dog eyes, leading him to appear in more traditional romantic films that went on to become some of the highest-grossing Indian films of their time, such as 


	Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (The Big-Hearted Will Take the Bride)

	Dil to Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy)

	Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens)

	Mohabbatein (Love Stories)

	Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (Sometimes Happy, Sometimes Sad)



[image: Photograph of Shah Rukh Khan in 1998.] Dinodia Photos/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-1: Shah Rukh Khan in 1998. 


[image: Remember] This stretch beginning in the 1990s is truly what shot Khan to stardom, when nearly any and every movie he appeared in became a blockbuster hit. Some of these movies remain regarded even today as some of the best classics of Bollywood cinema. Chapter 20 goes into detail about his ten must-see films.



The critically acclaimed Khan: Aamir Khan

No diehard Bollywood fan can argue Aamir Khan’s influence and popularity during the same period. Appearing in the following classics, Aamir (see Figure 5-2) established himself early on as a versatile actor who could play a variety of roles really well: 


	Dil (Heart)

	Rangeela (Colorful)

	Jo Jeeta Wohi Sikander (Whoever Wins Will Be King)

	Raja Hindustani (The Indian King)



[image: Tip] Aamir went on to establish his own production company, which later produced Lagaan (Tax), a movie that would forever cement his legacy as both an actor and a filmmaker. Released in 2001, Lagaan is a movie about prerevolution Indian villagers playing a game of cricket for their lives. It captivated audiences worldwide and was nominated for best foreign language film at the 74th Academy Awards. Read all about Lagaan in Chapter 19.
 
[image: Photograph of Saif Ali Khan, Akshay Kumar, Salman Khan, Govinda, and Aamir Khan.] Sajjad Hussain/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-2: From left to right, Saif Ali Khan, Akshay Kumar, Salman Khan, Govinda, and Aamir Khan. 


He has continued to make socially conscious films; his name has become synonymous with critically acclaimed movies that tackle difficult subject matter in India, such as racial and religious divisiveness, mental health, divorce, and government corruption.



Macho man Khan: Salman Khan

Another Khan to grace the Bollywood big screen in the 1990s was Salman Khan. First appearing in the late 1980s as a fun-loving goofball who used his boyish charm to woo women, he (refer to Figure 5-2) went on to become one of the first actors in Bollywood to place an emphasis on bodybuilding and physique. His rise in fame came from such family dramas as Maine Pyar Kiya (I Have Loved), Hum Saath Saath Hain (We All Are Together), Hum Aapke Hain Koun..! (Who Am I to You?) Particularly, the last of these became a massive hit and remains a verifiable classic in Bollywood film history.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Salman altered his physique in the late 1990s and packed on pounds of muscle, becoming a heartthrob throughout the industry. His roles changed accordingly, as he started to appear in more serious, action-packed roles as he grew older. People commonly joked in the 1990s about Salman taking his shirt off every chance he could in order to show off his chiseled physique.



The fun-loving Khan: Saif Ali Khan

If Aamir was the thoughtful Khan and Salman was the macho Khan, Saif Ali Khan was definitely the jokester Khan of the 1990s. His infectious smile and comedic personality endeared him to audiences, and he rode that affinity to become a hugely successful Bollywood actor in his own right. The son of a famous cricketer as well as Bollywood actress Sharmila Tagore, Saif Ali (refer to Figure 5-2) was exposed to the limelight and film industry early in his life. He began acting in major movies when he was only 21 years old.

Although he appeared in a number of movies in the 1990s that were fairly unsuccessful, he rose to prominence following his critically acclaimed performance in Dil Chahta Hai (The Heart Is Yearning), for which he won several awards. He delivered yet another memorable performance just a couple of years later, alongside Shah Rukh Khan in Kal Ho Naa Ho (Tomorrow May Never Come), and he never looked back. As his career progressed, he turned away from comedic roles to take on more serious work and continues to make successful movies today. In 2020, he continued his jokester reputation with the film Jawaani Jaaneman (Youthful Lover) on Amazon Prime, playing a 40-year-old playboy.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Khan is married to actress Kareena Kapoor (see the section, “The Kapoor Sisters: Karisma and Kareena,” later in this chapter), and his daughter from a previous marriage, Sara Ali Khan (see Chapter 6), is also a well-known actress within the Bollywood industry.




Laughing with the Comedy King: Govinda Ahuja

Other actors certainly held their own during this time. Perhaps one of the funniest and most iconic of these was Govinda Ahuja, who achieved the prestigious one-name-only status over the course of his career, lovingly referred to as just Govinda.

Known for his endless comedic ability, fantastic expression control, and quirky dance moves, Govinda (refer to Figure 5-2) was one of the original funnymen-turned-heroes to grace the Bollywood screen.

From his comedic presence to his dancing skills, he received 12 Filmfare Award nominations, including best comedian (read about these awards in Chapter 15). He appeared in more than 165 Hindi films in his entertainment career and later moved on to a political career, becoming a member of parliament in Mumbai North from 2004 to 2009.

As the Khans and Govinda brought laughter, love, and cheeriness to the big screen, other stars were packing a different kind of punch, literally. The 1990s brought some of Bollywood’s most famous action heroes, which we discuss in the next section.



High Octane and High Energy: The Action Stars

No film industry is complete without its dose of testosterone and high-flying stuntmen. Two men, whom we discuss here, stood out during this era in this genre and continue to be mainstays: Akshay Kumar and Sunil Shetty.


The stuntman: Akshay Kumar

Akshay Kumar has remained one of the most recognizable and sought-after actors in Bollywood, playing a wide range of roles, from comedy to drama to action. He’s known particularly for doing many of his own stunts in his films, for which he has been nicknamed by some as the Indian Jackie Chan. In fact, his stunt work led him to an American audience in 2020 with a special appearance in an episode of National Geographic’s Into the Wild with Bear Grylls.

Because of his impressive range and ability to take on different types of roles, Kumar has starred in more than 100 Bollywood films and is one of the most commercially successful actors of all time. Kumar (refer to Figure 5-2) is married to former Bollywood actress Twinkle Khanna, with whom he has two children.



Perennial tough guy: Sunil Shetty

Perhaps no one exuded the tough-guy vibes in Bollywood quite like Sunil Shetty. Appearing in more than 100 films, Shetty appeared in numerous action movies in the 1990s, many of which were commercial successes. Known for his recognizable voice, unmistakable swagger, and epic action roles, Shetty remains one of Bollywood’s most beloved action stars even today. He now owns his own production house, Popcorn Entertainment Private Limited.




Coming of Age: Sons of Industry

One of the enduring talent pools from which Bollywood finds fresh faces is within the families that have already traversed the big screen. The sons of former actors and industry regulars, they grew up around the limelight and worked their way in as they came of age. As actors age and reprise their leading roles for supporting ones, their children often are brought into the limelight with high expectations and the age-old question: Will they be as good on-screen as their parents? These sections discuss three actors who had parents in the biz.


Killer B’s son: Abhishek Bachchan

The actor with perhaps the biggest shoes to fill in the early 2000s was none other than Amitabh Bachchan’s son, Abhishek Bachchan. Similarly tall and handsome like his father, Abhishek exploded onto the movie scene with his debut in Refugee (alongside another famous daughter debut: Kareena Kapoor), though his career is less illustrious than Amitabh’s.

Nevertheless, Abhishek carved a niche for himself within the industry and appeared in a few memorable roles. After marrying Bollywood star Aishwarya Rai, he has appeared in only a handful of movies on the big screen, though he does continue to act and produce within the industry. He was the main actor in the three-film action series Dhoom (Blast).

[image: Remember] As we discuss in Chapter 2, the Bachchan family is one of Bollywood’s most famous Bollywood families. In 2007, two members — Amitabh Bachchan and daughter-in-law Ashwarya Rai — were on the list, compiled by the Times of India, of the most influential Indians.



Dancing into the limelight: Hrithik Roshan

Hrithik Roshan also burst onto the scene in his 2000 debut, Kaho Naa … Pyaar Hai (Say It …You’re in Love), an instant classic that shot him into stardom overnight. The movie was directed by none other than Roshan’s father, Rakesh Roshan, who is also a Bollywood actor, producer, director, and screenwriter.

Though more one-dimensional than his father, Hrithik (refer to Figure 5-3) continues to be a Bollywood mainstay and versatile actor. He’s known especially for his incredible dance moves and bulging biceps, which are both showcased aplenty in his movies. His dancing led him to both performances and a role as the judge on Just Dance, an Indian dance-reality television series that made him the highest-paid movie star on Indian television.
 
[image: Photograph of Hrithik Roshan unveils his new waxwork at Madame Tussauds in London.] Matt Crossick/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 5-3: Hrithik Roshan unveils his new waxwork at Madame Tussauds in London. 




The serial kisser: Emraan Hashmi

Part of the illustrious Bhatt family, Emraan Hashmi certainly isn’t the most conventional actor. Note here that Bollywood, unlike, for example, Hollywood, has been traditionally a conservative medium. Bringing a bold approach to most of his roles, Hashmi has made a name for himself in the industry for his steamy on-screen kisses (a rarity in Bollywood film before the 2000s) and unconventional roles. A divisive character for many, he remains a household name within the industry. He took on roles many shied away from because of their audacious nature, such as The Dirty Picture and the Raaz (Secret) series.




Meeting the Method Actors

Though Bollywood has a reputation for dance numbers and overly dramatic acting, some artists within the industry have made a name for themselves with their heartfelt and often gut-wrenching performances over the years. The following list discusses two method actors in detail: 


	Nana Patekar: Nana Patekar is a longtime method actor who began appearing in mainstream Bollywood cinema in the early 1990s and quickly gained a reputation as a fantastic actor who could take on some of the toughest roles the industry had to offer. From protagonist to villain, Patekar tackled a broad range of roles, and he remains the only Bollywood actor to win a Filmfare Award in the Best Actor, Best Supporting Actor, and Best Villain categories (Chapter 15 discusses Bollywood award shows).

	Irrfan Khan: The late Irrfan Khan was similarly known for his ability to immerse himself in any role he played. He enjoyed a career that spanned multiple generations, though he first made his debut in the late 1990s. He served as a great ambassador for Bollywood, taking on acclaimed Hollywood films during his career and establishing himself as a bridge between the two industries (see Chapter 18).

His work in Bollywood earned him numerous accolades in India, and American audiences got to see him in action in films such as Jurassic World, Life of Pi, and Slumdog Millionaire. By 2017, his films had grossed more than $3.6 billion at the worldwide box office, a sign of his global impact. (Chapter 21 reviews his unforgettable legacy, his work in Hollywood, and the impact he left on the American entertainment industry.)






Posing with Models-Turned-Actors

The 1990s and early 2000s saw another emerging trend: Pageant winners and models were increasingly recruited into the industry to act. Some, such as Dino Morea, were never truly able to find the same success in the movie industry as they enjoyed in the modeling industry. However, others, whom we examine here, became much more popular as they completed the transition.


Voice (and muscles) of stone: Arjun Rampal

Model-turned-actor Arjun Rampal (see Figure 5-4, which shows Rampal with actress Preity Zinta at HDIL Couture Fashion Week in Mumbai in 2017) is one such example of a successful model turned actor, who appeared as the lead in several romantic films in the early 2000s. He first gained fame for his deep, recognizable voice, and for his roles in Dil Ka Rishta (The Relationship of the Heart), Aankhen (Eyes), and Om Shanti Om (The Mantra of Peace).

Rampal went on to also be a critical darling, winning the Filmfare Award for Best Supporting Actor in 2009 for his role in Rock On! In recent years, he has remained a popular figure in media and has branched out to screenwriting, producing, and hosting television shows.

[image: Photograph of Preity Zinta (left) and Arjun Rampal (right).] Mail Today/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-4: Preity Zinta (left) and Arjun Rampal (right). 




Heartthrob heaven: John Abraham

Another male model who found success in Bollywood is John Abraham. He made a big splash with his debut in Jism (Body), a steamy erotic thriller that shot him and his costar, Bipasha Basu (see Basu and Abraham pose for the release of the soundtrack for their movie Aetbaar in 2003 in Figure 5-5), to the front of the exciting newcomer line in Bollywood.

He didn’t disappoint expectations, as he went on to appear in a number of commercial and critically successful films, including Dhoom (Blast), Zinda (Alive), Dostana (Friendship), and Baabul (Father’s House). In the last one, he was nominated for a Filmfare Award. He also tried his hand at producing, and his first production, Vicky Donor, was also a commercial and critical success. Abraham continues to be a Bollywood mainstay and appears in both villainous and lead roles.

[image: Photograph of Actor John Abraham (left) and actress Bipasha Basu (right).] Sebastian D'Souza/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-5: Actor John Abraham (left) and actress Bipasha Basu (right). 





Dancing Backup to the Leading Man: Shahid Kapoor

Perhaps one of Bollywood’s most heartwarming success stories is that of Shahid Kapoor. After appearing as a backup dancer for multiple songs in the 1990s, Shahid was noticed by Bollywood directors and eventually cast in the 2003 movie Ishq Vishk (Love, Shmove) by director Ramesh Taurani.

[image: Cultural wisdom] The name Ishq Vishk highlights a cultural quirk you may often hear from the South Asian community: A love for rhyming. Oftentimes, conversations include a made-up word that rhymed with the last spoken word for comedic effect or to simply emphasize. Examples include “joke shoke” or “cook shook.” The concept is similar to the American phrase “tomato tomahto.”

After the film did better than expected and Kapoor received the Filmfare Award for best male debut, he was cast in other leading roles in films that eventually became commercial and critical successes: 


	Jab We Met (When We Met)

	Haider

	Udta Punjab (Punjab Is High)

	Kabir Singh



Many of his later roles — including those in Haider, Udta Punjab, and Kabir Singh — were met with controversy because of the subject matter of the movie and the roles that Kapoor would play in them — for example, playing a drug-abusing singer. However, he was also praised for his portrayal of the characters in each of these movies and his ability to immerse himself into those roles. For both Haider and Udta Punjab, Kapoor won Filmfare Awards for his performances, and he was also nominated for an award for his role in Kabir Singh.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Known for his exquisite dancing abilities and chiseled physique, Kapoor continues to appear in Bollywood movies in leading roles. Aside from acting, Kapoor is a known philanthropist and occasional host and judge on television shows, including an appearance as a talent judge on the Indian show Jhalak Dikhhla Jaa Reloaded (Give Me a Glimpse of What You Have).



Buzzing with the Queen Bee: The Inimitable Madhuri Dixit

Bollywood actresses made it to the contemporary Bollywood big screens via similar routes as the men, such as by way of their major families. One woman rose to fame over others. Widely regarded as one of the most popular Bollywood actresses of all time, Madhuri Dixit ruled the big screen during the 1990s and into the early 2000s.

Her dance moves became legendary even early in her career; security often had to be tightened at her movies because of crowds going into frenzies when she danced! Playing a wide range of roles throughout her career, Dixit has appeared in more than 70 Bollywood films and has been cast alongside nearly every other famous actor of the 1990s and early 2000s. In fact, a number of the Khans’ greatest hits had Dixit playing the lead actress.

[image: Tip] Dixit is most often praised for her acting abilities in the films Tezaab (Acid), Parinda (Birdie), Khal Nayak (Villian), Beta (Son), and Lajja (Shame). She also went on a spree of hits in the 1990s, similar to Shah Rukh Khan, and often as his costar. The following films were incredibly successful at the box office, worth watching, and served to establish Dixit as one of the most popular actresses in Bollywood: 


	Dil (Heart)

	Anjaam (The Result)

	Dil To Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy)

	Hum Aapke Hain Koun..! (Who Am I to You?)



Even as a supporting actress in movies such as the 1990s remake of Devdas, Dixit would have memorable performances and often would land a Filmfare Awards nomination for her work. Though she has appeared in fewer films in recent years, she continues to appear in Bollywood films in minor roles or as a guest appearing in song-and-dance numbers (read all about Bollywood’s music industry in Part 3.



Keeping It in the Family

Multigenerational families in Bollywood have produced stars for seemingly every decade, and the contemporary era is no different. Here we examine some of the talented ladies whose lineage also hails deep within Bollywood’s storied history.


The Kapoor sisters: Karisma and Kareena

The Kapoor family has spanned multiple generations across Bollywood, with a new star in nearly every decade since they began appearing in films. The 1990s were no different, as the older of two sisters, Karisma, saw her Bollywood debut and rise in popularity, while the early 2000s saw the growing success of the younger Kareena.

Known for her expressive eyes and warm smile, Karisma had a hard time finding success early in her career, appearing in mediocre films and often having only minor roles next to her male counterparts. However, she reversed her fortunes dramatically after her role in Raja Hindustani (Indian King) in 1996, for which she won a Filmfare Award. After this performance, her career began to take off, and she went on to win multiple Filmfare Awards for iconic movies such as these: 


	Dil To Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy)

	Fiza

	Zubeidaa



Since the mid-2000s, Karisma has taken a break from acting, but continues to maintain a public following and is extremely popular even today as a media personality.

Kareena followed closely in Karisma’s footsteps in the early 2000s, and even surpassed her in popularity in the following years. Kareena starred in the same movie that debuted another famous acting child, Abhishek Bachchan (refer to the section “The Killer B’s son: Abhishek Bachchan,” earlier in this chapter) as they both starred in Refugee. She followed up her debut with one of her most memorable roles in Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (Sometimes Happy, Sometimes Sad), in which she plays the kindhearted socialite Pooja, or, as all her friends and a wealth of Internet memes call her, Poo. Read more about this film in Chapter 20. Subsequently, Kapoor has appeared in a number of successful films, including Jab We Met (When We Met), 3 Idiots, and Bajrangi Bhaijaan (Brother Bajrangi).

[image: Cultural wisdom] Kareena’s career transcends the Bollywood screen, as she has become a popular figure on social media and in the press in recent years. A fashion icon in India, she married actor Saif Ali Khan in 2012 (read about “the jokester Khan” earlier in this chapter), establishing the pair as a true power couple in Bollywood. Beyond starting her own fashion and cosmetic lines, she is an outspoken advocate for a variety of social issues and causes in India.



The Mukherjee cousins: Kajol and Rani

The Mukherjee-Samarth family also has generations of family members in Bollywood in all aspects of production. Two of the most famous Mukherjees made their mark on Bollywood during the 1990s and continue to be household names even now. The first is one of the most recognizable faces in all of Bollywood, Kajol (she also achieved one-name-only status) has been a mainstay since her acting debut in 1992.

[image: Remember] Often paired with King Khan himself, Shah Rukh Khan, Kajol Mukherjee enjoyed a run of extremely successful movies throughout the 1990s, and won over audiences’ hearts with her passionate dialogue and extremely quick deliveries. Her most famous roles are 


	Baazigar (Gambler)

	Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens)

	Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The Big-Hearted Will Take the Bride)

	Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (Sometimes Happy, Sometimes Sad)

	Gupt (Secret)



Her illustrious career includes five Filmfare Awards in the best actress category. She continues to be a public figure via social activism and occasional acting appearances. Read more about a few of these films in Chapter 20.

Kajol Mukherjee’s cousin, Rani Mukerji (they’re in the same family but spell their last names differently), also had a successful career in Bollywood. Her early films, such as Ghulam (Servant) and a small role alongside her cousin in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens) — Figure 5-6 show her with costars during the 20th anniversary of Kuch Kuch Hota Hai — gave her a quick start into the industry, though it wasn’t until the early 2000s that Mukerji found her groove. Following the success of Saathiya (Companion) in 2001, she went on to star in multiple successful movies, including Veer-Zaara, Hum Tum (Me and You), and Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna (Never Say Goodbye). In addition to acting, Mukerji is a vocal social activist as well as a host of television reality shows.
 
[image: Photograph of Rani Mukerji (left), Shah Rukh Khan (center), and Kajol (right) in 2018.] Sujit Jaiswal/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-6: Rani Mukerji (left), Shah Rukh Khan (center), and Kajol (right) in 2018. 





Identifying the Pageant Winners

The extremely talented pageant winners coming into international notoriety from India sparked a trend in the 1990s. The following sections examine these beautiful, talented women who also acted as well.


Sweet and wholesome: Juhi Chawla

Perhaps one of the earliest to transition from beauty pageants to the silver screen was Juhi Chawla, who won the 1984 Miss India pageant. A mainstay in the 1990s, Juhi appeared in a number of successful films, many of them opposite Shah Rukh Khan. Though she appeared in fewer films in the late 1990s, Chawla continues to be a producer on Bollywood films and also appears from time to time to host television reality shows.



Renowned beauty: Aishwarya Rai Bachchan

Perhaps the most famous pageant-winner-turned-actress is Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, who won the Miss World crown in 1994. Quickly taking India and the Bollywood industry by storm after her crowning, Bachchan (see Figure 5-7) went on to become one of the most popular, recognized, and influential actresses that Bollywood has ever seen. She’s often been referred to as the most beautiful woman in the world.
 
[image: Photograph of Aishwarya Rai Bachchan.] Dinodia Photos/Getty Images
FIGURE 5-7: Aishwarya Rai Bachchan. 


[image: Tip] Besides being stunningly beautiful, Ash, as she is commonly referred to, brought excellent acting skills to the screen. A classically trained dancer, she commanded a screen presence that few others have. Here are her blockbuster performances to prioritize watching: 


	Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I Have Lost My Heart to You)

	Devdas

	Taal (Rhythm)

	Josh (Passion)

	Mohabbatein (Love Stories)

	Guzaarish (Request)



Bachchan established herself as one of the best of her generation, and proved to many that models could be successful actresses as well. After marrying Abhishek Bachchan in 2007, she appeared in fewer movies than before. However, she continues to be a popular figure internationally and acts in occasional roles on screen. She is also involved in many charities and serves as a goodwill ambassador for the Joint United Nations Programme on AIDS (UNAIDS). In 2003, she became the first Indian actress to be a jury member at the Cannes Film Festival in France.



International star: Priyanka Chopra

Another famed pageant winner from this era is Priyanka Chopra Jonas, winner of the Miss World pageant in 2000. She has gained notoriety for not only being a successful Bollywood actress but also crossing over and working in American television shows. After gaining popularity and critical acclaim for her work in movies like Fashion, Bajirao Mastani, and Barfi (Milk Dessert), She starred in the U.S. television show Quantico from 2015 to 2018. She also gained a following as a recording artist, putting out three singles that amassed hundreds of millions of views on YouTube alone. In 2018, she married American singer Nick Jonas. We discuss her more in Chapter 18.




Identifying Critically Acclaimed Darlings

Every Bollywood era seems to have a few actors who end up being remembered purely for their craft. Although this era had many leading ladies who sought after large box office numbers and commercial success, some actresses only took on roles that challenged their artistry. Here we look at the ladies who were adored by the critics.


Multi-award winner: Tabassum Hashmi

Few women have had the critical acclaim in their Bollywood career that Tabassum Hashmi, commonly referred to as Tabu, has had over the years.

A multilanguage actress, Tabu has appeared in Telugu movies and even in Hollywood films in addition to her Bollywood screen appearances. Indeed, she’s a highly decorated actress in Bollywood alone: Tabu has six Filmfare Awards, including a record four for Best Actress. Though she has had a rocky career at the box office, her performances often garner critical acclaim and recognition.

Tabu has repeatedly taken on difficult roles, especially those addressing a woman’s role in Indian society. These are some of her iconic movies: 


	Virasat (Inheritance)

	Chandni Bar (Moonlight Bar)

	Astitva (Identity)

	Hum Saath Saath Hain (We Are All Together)

	Haider



In addition to these hits, Tabu can be seen in the notable Hollywood films The Namesake and Life of Pi, both of which garnered positive reviews from critics (read more about Bollywood actors in Hollywood in Chapter 21). Tabu has kept her personal life private from the Indian media; she continues to appear in Bollywood films as well as films made in other languages.



Powerhouse performer: Manisha Koirala

Often, the evolution of actors and actresses in Bollywood makes for incredible stories in and of themselves. Manisha Koirala, the daughter of a Nepalese political family, aspired initially to become a doctor. However, she soon found herself acting in high-profile roles within Bollywood after the commercial success of her early films. Koirala established herself critically in 1942: A Love Story, for which she was heavily praised, though the film didn’t do well commercially.

[image: Tip] Koirala then followed up with a powerhouse performance in the Tamil-language film Bombay, which made waves in the Bollywood circles as well after being dubbed in Hindi and winning awards at the Filmfare Awards that year. From these two films, Koirala emerged as one of the best actresses of her time, and continued to make excellent movies over the years: 


	Dil Se..(From the Heart)

	Mann (Mind)

	Khamoshi: The Musical (Silence: The Musical)



In recent years, Koirala has branched into television acting, South Indian cinema, and smaller roles in Bollywood. Notably, she was featured in the Netflix anthology series Lust Stories, which garnered critical acclaim.




Recognizing the Leggy Leading Ladies

Many different characteristics set Bollywood actresses apart from one another, whether it’s dancing ability, fashion, or incredibly good looks. Each generation in Bollywood also had at least one leading lady who possessed another striking physical characteristic: being very tall relative to their male costars. These sections identify two such women who stand out.


Reality-star-turned-actress: Shilpa Shetty

Although she was a successful Bollywood actress, Shilpa Shetty garnered international recognition by participating in and eventually winning the UK reality television show Celebrity Big Brother. She went on to host and judge a variety of competition shows in India. Shetty continues her career today as an outspoken activist for women’s rights and animal rights, a social media influencer, and a spokesperson for many well-known brands in India.



Item number specialist: Katrina Kaif

Katrina Kaif has been able to tower over the competition from the 2000s and beyond. Originally a model in the UK, Kaif was discovered during a talent search in London by Indian filmmaker Kaizad Gustad, who cast her in the commercially unsuccessful Boom. However, the role allowed her to break into the Indian modeling-and-acting scene and eventually land successful roles in Bollywood films. To do this, she had to learn to speak proper Hindi, the dominant language spoken in Bollywood movies. Her devotion to learning the language endeared her to both critics and fans in India, and she has been cast in some of the biggest roles as a result.

[image: Tip] Often standing taller than her male counterparts at 5’ 6”, Kaif is also praised for her exceptional height and is called on to perform in item numbers regularly. Her best works in a lead role include these movies to check out: 


	Ek Tha Tiger (There Was a Tiger)

	Mere Brother Ki Dulhan (My Brother’s Bride)

	New York

	Zindagi Na Milegi Dobara (Life Does Not Come Again)






Smiling with the Sweethearts

The 1990s had a number of interesting personalities, but perhaps few were as universally loved and adored as Raveena Tandon and Preity Zinta, whom we discuss in greater detail here.


The mast-mast girl: Raveena Tandon

Often paired with Govinda in comedic dramas, Raveena Tandon established herself as a lovable, quirky personality on-screen who fit well with Govinda’s eccentric personality and acting. Some of Bollywood’s most iconic songs feature Tandon as the female lead, including the extremely famous Tu Cheez Badi Hai Mast Mast (You Are an Awesome Thing), which led to her being dubbed the mast-mast girl. Throughout her career, Tandon has taken sabbaticals from film in order to concentrate on her personal life, but her legacy is unquestionable — she remains a mast-mast — watch for anyone diving into 1990s Bollywood.



Dimpled sweetheart: Preity Zinta

The early 2000s saw a sweetheart of its own emerge, in Preity Zinta. Her infectious smile and pronounced dimples won over the hearts of many after her performances in blockbusters like Dil Se.. (From the Heart) and Kal Ho Naa Ho (Tomorrow May Never Come). Read more about this latter film in Chapter 20.

Zinta quickly established herself as more than a cute face, however. She took on a number of challenging roles during her career, often upending the conventional Indian female stereotype. She’s often credited with changing the types of roles that women could portray in Bollywood and leading to an evolution in the characteristics of heroines within Bollywood film. Though early in her career she was typecast as a cute-and-quirky female lead, Zinta (refer to Figure 5-4) has challenged that convention and been outspoken about the types of roles that women should play in film.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Though Zinta is well-known for her on-screen work, she’s equally celebrated for her penchant for speaking freely in the press, for her social activism, and for winning the Godfrey Phillips National Bravery Award, which was for being the only witness to not retract her testimony against the Indian mafia during the highly publicized 2003 Bharat Shah case. She has also worked in Canadian film, earning a silver Hugo Award for best actress, for her role in Heaven on Earth.




The Sex Icon: Bipasha Basu

Because of its traditionally conservative nature, Bollywood for years had no counterpart for Marilyn Monroe. However, all that changed in the early 2000s, when Bipasha Basu stormed onto the scene.

Basu captivated audiences with her thrilling and provocative performances. Initially gaining fame for the horror flick Raaz (Secret), she established herself as a sex symbol in the media for her portrayal of an erotic seductress in Jism (Body).

[image: Tip] Basu followed up these roles with numerous successful performances worth watching: 


	Corporate

	Race

	Bachna Ae Haseeno (Beware, Ladies)



Though she is best-known for her work in thriller and horror films, Basu has covered a wide range of roles in her career. She remains a cultural icon, and she appears in several item numbers and as a fitness personality. As a woman of Bengali descent, she’s also outspoken against the colorism that she has faced and that still prevails within the Bollywood industry.

[image: Remember] An item number in Indian cinema is a musical number inserted into a film, regardless of whether it contributes to the plot, to help market the film and attract viewers. The song is typically catchy, upbeat, and often involves sexually provocative dance moves.


            


Chapter 7

Not a Sprint, but a (Musical) Marathon


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Exploring the music behind the films

[image: check] Looking at the score

[image: check] Styling Bollywood music videos



No medium in the world today is as dynamic and effectual as music. The beats, rhythms, and lyrics can take you on an emotional roller-coaster, ranging from happiness to sadness and sometimes even to anger in just a matter of minutes. Music is art, as is film, and when the two come together, they’re undeniably powerful — they can even inspire social dialogue and eventual policy change.

[image: Remember] In Bollywood, music is everything. In fact, music, at times, can be even more significant than the films themselves, whereas at other times, music interests you in seeing the movie. In Bollywood, the actor usually lip-synchs the song as opposed to the artist singing it.

If you’re intrigued, this chapter is for you. Here we discuss the significance of music in Bollywood, dive into the unique nuances of the industry, and see how music and movies are connected.



Respecting the Soundtrack

Soundtracks, or the musical companions of movies, are often anticipated for major Hollywood blockbusters. Meanwhile, musicals come complete with singing and dancing as an essential component of the film. In Bollywood, every movie is a musical, and musical numbers themselves have been a part of Indian cinema since the industry’s first-ever movie Alam Ara (Ornament of the World) in 1931.

Since then, Bollywood in particular has ensured that each and every film has an original musical score, complete with performances, costumes, and sometimes even extravagant sets. Because the theatrics of the songs were so highly entertaining and often united the nation, Bollywood kept this musical formula going. In fact, Bollywood realized the importance of the soundtrack and began to use the music of movies to promote and popularize the movies before they were even released. We cover exactly how Bollywood did that is here.


Nodding at movie soundtracks

The collaborative relationship between song and film has become the hallmark of Bollywood and the greater Indian cinema at large. Unlike American musicals, where the actor casted is often considered for their singing ability as well, actors in Bollywood films aren’t expected to have their own pipes. Though some actors sing their own tracks, most often the songs featured in a Bollywood movie are simply mouthed by the film’s characters or protagonists.

As a result, the production and filming of each song is on a much larger scale in comparison to any in Hollywood. Rather than simply showing the actor singing along, these songs are often filmed in exotic locations, with extremely high production value. The end result are songs with videos that can stand alone, similar to music videos. The difference, of course, is that you’re being treated to this music video in the middle of a feature-length film.

For example, consider the 2018 Black Panther soundtrack, which was one of the most anticipated and popular in recent Hollywood memory. Although not a musical, the background music of this film includes The Weeknd’s song “Pray for Me.” As the song plays, lead actor Chadwick Boseman’s character, T’Challa, enters a casino in search of one of the film’s antagonists, Klaue, to seize a dangerous and illegal arms exchange.

In contrast, consider the 2015 Bollywood film Bajirao Mastani, which features the song “Malhari.” It takes place after the protagonist, Peshwa Bajirao, conquers all of India. In true Hindi film fashion, Bajirao (played by Ranveer Singh) sings and dances in celebration with the rest of his comrades. The sets on these music videos tend to be not only quite expensive but also, as in the case of “Malhari,” built specifically for that song alone!



Focusing on the actual songs

Songs on Bollywood soundtracks are direct representations of the movies themselves. As each film hits its emotional highs and lows, so too will the songs that accompany each portion of the movie. From the soundtrack alone, audiences can decipher the range of emotions they’ll experience while watching the film. Furthermore, songs and their accompanying videos often have some key, uniform characteristics.


Considering the types of songs on soundtracks

Here are some important characteristics about the types of songs that usually appear on Bollywood soundtracks: 


	To show no public displays of affection: Bollywood traditionally has a conservative approach to entertainment (which often helped its growth in international markets — see Chapter 13). Even movie songs minimized any display of intimacy, such as kissing, sex scenes, and nudity. It was nearly the turn of the millennium when more provocative scenes began appearing.

	To replace intimate moments: Doing so allows Bollywood to continue to appeal to families and conservative demographics without dealing with explicit sex scenes.

	To provide interior motifs: Songs often outline an underlying story within the film that previously wasn’t evident. Most commonly, songs show a budding romance or clue audiences in to a character’s feelings through the song lyrics rather than showing these motifs explicitly through plot points.

	To add commentary on a scene or theme: Songs can often serve as background music for a montage during a film or accentuate a character’s plight or feelings that may not have been easily evident from just dialogue or plot movement.

	To heighten a mood or scene: Typically, a movie soundtrack contains a mixture of themes and moods, ranging from romance to sadder moods to uplifting dance or party songs. The songs therefore help to heighten the emotions audiences feel during any given point in a film.





Eyeing the length of soundtracks

Here are some additional characteristics about the length of Bollywood soundtracks: 


	Each contains anywhere from five to six original songs, if not more.

	Each song ranges anywhere from three to eight minutes long. Yes, eight minutes (for even longer songs, turn to Chapter 9 for more about qawwali songs). Even for longer songs, though, when showcased in the film, they’re usually around five minutes long.

	Almost always, a main title track incorporates the film’s name or tagline.






Marketing movies: How songs do it

Bollywood marketers use the soundtracks to pique Bollywood fans’ interest in a film. Given that a lot of music in India is consumed through its film industries, Bollywood movies are responsible for supplying people with new songs to jam out to, whether it’s part of commute playlist or to boogie down to at the next South Asian wedding! The anticipation for these new songs is high, and the ensuing excitement ends up being a perfect way to promote a forthcoming movie.

Bollywood fans now listen to their favorite music via streaming apps, such as Spotify and iTunes, as well as a few Bollywood-exclusive streaming apps that include JioSaavn and Gaana. YouTube is also an extremely popular way for fans to watch and listen.

Here are some ways Bollywood markets movies with soundtracks:


Hyping movies with new songs

When a release date for a film is set, the film executives spend the months leading up to it releasing songs every few weeks, driving up anticipation and hype. Often, the songs themselves end up performing better than the film itself. Each new song can showcase a new scene in a movie, or even different characters and stars who are to be featured in it — though sometimes the soundtrack becomes memorable without listeners ever even watching its accompanying film.

[image: Remember] Sometimes the famous stars make a cameo in just one song of the film, which is referred to as an item number. The spotlighted actor in the item number, also known as the item, may have nothing to do with the film’s plot other than filling in as lead for that specific song. This addition of star power helps to create even more buzz surrounding a film, which can hopefully translate into more ticket sales.



Introducing new dance moves

Because Bollywood movies appeal to multiple audiences and demographics, another helpful way to market a movie is to include a catchy song that incorporates new and hip dance moves, typically targeted to families and younger demographics.

For example, Salman Khan has capitalized on this phenomenon with such fun and upbeat songs as “Dhinka Chika” (sound effect for music beats) from the 2011 movie Ready in which he places his hands in the pockets of his loose pants and begins moving them vigorously side to side — a simple yet fun dance move that was emulated by many people. Khan (whom we discuss more in Chapter 5) incorporates a catchy dance move in almost every one of his recent films, knowing that it also falls in line with the traditional movies across all of India; as a result, his movies are consistently some of the highest grossing movies in a given year.

Fans often watch Bollywood videos like this one on YouTube to master the dance moves. Aside from promoting the film further, these dance moves become iconic over time and are recreated at weddings, dance competitions, and cultural shows around the world (we discuss this phenomenon at length in Chapter 11).



Hosting music shows

Even before streaming became popular, independent production companies from around the world began hosting music shows to market their songs. These shows always played the top Bollywood songs of the time while providing some novel Bollywood news, much the way MTV has done.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Some notable shows were even based in and/or targeted to Western audiences, including Namaste America, Showbiz India, and India Waves. These shows in particular, which would air Saturday mornings, were an excellent way for the diaspora to keep up with the recent hits dominating the airwaves in India. Refer to the nearby sidebar for other musical shows in India.



Making songs easily accessible

Bollywood also marketed soundtracks globally in local Indian convenience stores in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and any of Bollywood’s international audiences. In addition to Indian spices, food, and produce, you could often find a home video section where you could rent Bollywood films (on VHS, DVD, or Blu-ray). In the earlier days, these came in video CDs (VCDs), often in a set of three due to the length of Bollywood films. Bollywood films could also be found on VHS, DVD, or Blu-ray.

This easy accessibility was particularly exciting for the music diehards because specific song ensemble packages were created by independent companies as well. For example, complete VHS tapes were available with titles such as “The Best of Shah Rukh Khan,” which played only the corresponding music videos from his hit films (see Chapter 20).
 

DO-RE-MI-FA-SO MUCH MUSIC
 
It’s no secret that Bollywood has a rich song, dance, and music history. As obsessed as the United States is with its talent shows — such as American Idol, The X Factor, or America’s Got Talent — so is India. As stars’ hair turns grayer by the day, the public is always on the lookout for fresh young faces to root for — while contributing to the ever-so-popular movie industry that is Bollywood. Here are some shows (some original, some spin-offs) that help crown a potential future Bollywood music star. 


	India’s Got Talent: Stemming from the Britain’s Got Talent franchise, India’s Got Talent premiered in 2009. The show has the same format as any other Got Talent spin-off with many Indian personalities hosting and judging the competition. The hosts have changed over time — the roster included several comedians and past winners of the show. Meanwhile, the judges have included Bollywood big names such as Karan Johar (director), Farah Khan (director), Dharmendra (actor), Sajid Khan (director), Kirron Kher (actress), and Sonali Bendre (actress).

	Indian Idol: One of the longer-running music talent shows on Indian television, Indian Idol is a staple reality show that is similar to its predecessor, American Idol. Many special appearances throughout the seasons are by Indian actors, actresses, singers, or film directors. The show’s hosts are typically previous winners, up-and-coming actors, models, and comedians. Winners are crowned every season; however, a few competitors either become memorable or go on to find more success than even some of the winners do, just like in American Idol. Notable singers who came from Indian Idol are Neha Kakkar, Monali Thakur, and Nakash Aziz.

	The Indian Notes: Sa Re Ga Ma Pa: Probably the biggest and longest-running reality singing competition show in India is Sa Re Ga Ma Pa. Named after the standard octave notes of classical Indian music (similar to do-re-mi-fa-so in English), this current show started in 1995. Though the show has seen several hosts, the longer-running ones are established singers like Sonu Nigam, Shaan, and Aditya Narayan.

One of the more notable signers to come out of this competition as a bona fide star is Shreya Ghoshal. After her appearance on the show, Sanjay Leela Bhansali caught note of the innocence in her voice and thought it would be perfect for Aishwarya Rai’s free-spirited and beautiful character Paro for his movie Devdas in 2002. After she sang hits for the movie such as “Bairi Piya” (Cruel Beloved) and “Dola re Dola” (I Swayed and Circled), her career in Bollywood was officially made.


	Boogie-Woogie: We’ve seen a lot of competition shows with an emphasis on singing. Bollywood musical scores aren’t just about singing — they’re also about the dancing. Spearheaded by the Jaffrey brothers, Naved and Javed, Boogie Woogie was introduced in 1996. The show was highly entertaining to watch not only because viewers had the pleasure of watching contestants dance to famous songs, but also because the audience members would dance along in their seats. The light-hearted approach to honoring the dance craft was contagious and was a major reason that the show was so popular. Chapter 12 looks more closely at dance in Bollywood.









Recognizing the Importance of the Score

For the greater part of its history, Bollywood was responsible for the majority of music consumption to the Indian public. (Only in recent times has an independent music scene started to thrive outside the industrial juggernaut known as Bollywood.) As a result, many professionals work to make that happen behind the scenes. The following sections identify the team members needed to create a mind-bogglingly high volume of chart-topping soundtracks.


Orchestrating everything: Music directors

A designated music director compiles the soundtrack. In addition, the music director is responsible for being not only the composer but also the producer and the coordinator of the playback singers, lyricists, themes, and the band — all while working in collaboration with the director of the film.

Typically, most music directors gained tutelage by learning to sing or play an instrument at a young age. They often revive that talent in their own projects. For example, Rahul Dev (R. D.) Burman directed the soundtrack to Sholay (Embers), which we discuss in depth in Chapter 19, and he sang the iconic song “Mehbooba” (Beloved, Beloved).

Music directors are also usually the ones who are responsible for cultivating and bringing forth new genres and styles to Bollywood’s musical stratosphere. For example, Bappi Lahiri is known for being the self-proclaimed disco king and fully merging Western disco sounds with classic Bollywood (refer to Chapter 8). Oscar winner A.R. Rahman is known for not only being able to cross into other industries but also incorporating traditional Sufi soul in his wide array of styles borrowed from cultures within India and around the world.

Here’s a list of the more notable music directors: 


	A. R. Rahman

	R. D. Burman

	Shankar-Ehsaan-Loy (Shankar Mahadevan, Ehsaan Noorani, Loy Mendonsa)

	Anu Malik

	Ismail Darbar

	Bappi Lahiri

	Madan Mohan

	Rajesh Roshan





Bringing the lyrics to life: Singers

The second most popular players are the singers. Known as playback singers, their timeless voices actually are responsible for creating world-class hits. At times, famous worldwide singers and artists are also invited to sing a song or two for a movie.

[image: Cultural wisdom] A notable example is American singer Akon, who sang “Chammak Chalo” (colloquial for Flashy Girl) from the 2011 film Ra One. In one of the stranger, yet interesting phenomena that Bollywood is known for, fans typically associate these said songs with the actors onscreen who are lip-syncing and dancing to them, even though everyone is well aware that these aren’t their actual voices.

Furthermore, the plotlines of Bollywood films are intended for the actors on-screen who are “singing” the songs for viewers, and so they’re often the ones who end up being recognized, because audiences associate them with bringing the songs to life. Not to be mistaken, the playback singers are still highly respected and credited for their body of work and have huge followings of their own.

Famous playback singer-and-actor pairings who have consistently worked together include singer Kishore Kumar with actor Amitabh Bachchan (though Bachchan has also been known to sing some of his own songs) and singer Udit Narayan with actor Shah Rukh Khan.

Here are some of the more notable playback singers in history: 


	Mohammed Rafi

	Lata Mangeshkar

	Kishore Kumar

	Asha Bhosle

	Mukesh

	Udit Narayan

	Alka Yagnik

	Sonu Nigam

	Neha Kakkar

	Arijit Singh

	Shreya Ghoshal





Writing the songs: Lyricists

The lyricists are also considered to be poets, more or less. The origination of Bollywood music came from traditional Urdu poetry, better known as ghazals, and this lasted for several decades, until other music genres from around the world started influencing Bollywood.

Songs are typically written in Urdu and Hindi, and may even incorporate some English. For more on ghazals and all things soul-and-poetry in Bollywood, check out Chapter 9. These are some notable Bollywood lyricists: 


	Javed Akhtar

	Gulzar

	Anand Bakshi

	Kausar Munir

	Amitabh Bhattacharya





Sequencing videos: Sets and locations

The locations where songs take place are just as important as the songs themselves. Songs sometimes require a set of their own, and they can take place anywhere the storyline takes the protagonists of the film (such as their home or workplace), whereas background actors can act normally or can get in on the action.

Bollywood showcases a wide variety of natural scenic wonders of the world as backgrounds to songs. Here are a couple examples of love ballads in natural scenery: 


	“Dekha Ek Khwab” (Saw a Dream): The 1981 movie Silsila (Affair) had actor Amitabh Bachchan and Rekha “sing” to each other in a giant, multicolored flower field.

	“Tujhe Dekha Toh” (When I See You): The iconic song in the 1995 movie Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The Big-Hearted Will Take the Bride) features Shah Rukh Khan and Kajol expressing their love in a mustard field (see Figure 7-1).



[image: Photo depicts the movie Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge features a clip from Tujhe Dekha Toh.] Source: Alamy
FIGURE 7-1: The movie Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge features a clip from “Tujhe Dekha Toh.” 


In fact, songs have been shot in famous wonders of the world, such as the Pyramids of Giza or Christ the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. In modern times, dance and party songs have been reserved for more elaborate and colorful stages, often which resemble the setting at a nightclub.

Many of those revered songs also have the most elaborate settings with a team investing heavily in the location for the song — even if it doesn’t flow with the natural progression of the film and is instead a one-off scene purely for musical effect. For example, “Chaiyya Chaiyya” from Dil Se.. (From the Heart) takes place on top of the moving Nilgiri Mountain Railway train in Tamil Nadu.

[image: Remember] Other sets have become so iconic that they’ve been repeatedly used in film over generations. For example, the set of the 1981 song “Jahan Teri Yeh Nazar Hai” in the film Kaalia can be seen again in the 1982 song “Jawani Janeman” in the film Namak Halaal (Loyal Servant). It was then seen again, three decades later, in the song “Zindagi Meri Dance Dance” from the 2017 film Daddy in a tribute to Bappi Lahiri.

Wherever the locations of the songs are shot, it still ties in with the film’s plotline.
 

SOME OF THE MOST EXPENSIVE SONGS EVER MADE IN BOLLYWOOD
 
Bollywood songs are clearly vital to a film’s success, and having at least one audience hit is the key. Even more important is how that hit song is presented and performed in the film, which is often extracted and posted as a stand-alone music video for fans to enjoy over and over again. Just how much do these music videos alone cost? Take a look at some songs that were quite steep investments: 


	“Malang,” 50 million Indian rupees (INR) (more than $675,000): “Malang” was a song in the third installment in the Dhoom (Blast) franchise, starring actors Aamir Khan and Katrina Kaif. Created by Yash Raj Films, the company invested 50 million Indian rupees (which is more than $675,000) in the music video in order to fly American dancers to Mumbai and set up a special training camp for 20 days. In addition, custom outfits were made for each of the 200 gymnasts who performed in the song.

	“Dola Re Dola,” 25 million INR (more than $300,000): “Dola Re Dola” is a blockbuster song from the 2002 iteration of Devdas, with an iconic performance by actresses, and renowned Bollywood dancers, Madhuri Dixit and Aishwarya Rai Bachchan. The film’s director, Sanjay Leela Bhansali, is known for his enchanting sets in his extended collection of work, and he didn’t spare a dime when it came to this number. See Chapter 12 for more about this song.

	“Azeem O Shaan Shahenshah,” 25 million INR (more than $300,000): “Azeem O Shaan Shahenshah,” from the 2008 film Jodhaa Akbar, stayed true to its historical story line, which was based in the Mughal Empire period (1555–1857), by investing in its video production. The song featured more than 400 trained dancers and 2,000 other artists. These dancers traveled to Karjat from Mumbai daily for more than two weeks to complete shooting.

	“Pyar Kiya Toh Darna Kya,” more than 1 million INR (more than $13,000): Varying reports state that this song cost anywhere from 1 to 10 million INR to make! That $13,000 might not sound like a lot, but this song was filmed in 1960, which made it the most expensive song of its time and would cost nine times that amount today. In fact, the cost even led to financial problems at the time, ultimately taking the makers 12 years to complete shooting.








Getting into Costume

When a new Bollywood film hits theaters, fans worldwide swarm the cinemas in order to catch a glimpse of their favorite actors on-screen, sing and dance along to the new tunes, and be moved by their untouchable performances. The other huge draw, especially to the more iconic Bollywood films? It’s the costume design and fashion that is on full display during the song and dance numbers.

Whether the film is based in the present day or is a period piece, the featured wardrobes for men and women are quite different and have even been reflective of the era and the social norms that the country is experiencing at the time. Although the actors and actresses wear everyday clothes reflective of the era throughout the film, the song videos give the chance for actors to show a little flair. These sections discuss some of the most iconic styles and types of clothing that appear in Bollywood songs. Overall, Bollywood has excelled in showcasing India’s many cultures and their corresponding fashion through its music.


Eyeing the cuts and wraps of women’s clothing

Probably the most popular female adornment on the Indian subcontinent is the sari. Spanning anywhere from three to nine yards long, it’s first wrapped around the waist before being draped over the shoulders in various styles. Given that saris are considered traditional clothing, characters in Bollywood films with more conservative values often wear these fabrics in every style, cut, and flavor they’ve been made in over the years. Some of Bollywood’s most famous songs, like “Dola re Dola” from Devdas features actresses in saris. (Figure 7-2 shows Indian model and actress Nikkesha wearing a sari from Kamal Sood. The sari consists of the blouse [as seen in the right photo] with roughly seven yards of fabric wrapped around the waist [as seen in the center photo] and then draped over the shoulder [as seen in the left photo].)

We describe a few other styles of clothing in Bollywood songs: 


	Women’s Shalwar kameez is a combination dress that includes trousers (shalwar) that are baggy and wide except from the waist and cuffed bottom. The kameez is a long shirt top in which the rear can reach the knees. Another traditional variation on the trousers is a churidar, which is tightly fitted to the legs with extra fabric that gathers at the hems to create the illusion of bangles around the ankle.
[image: Photographs of Nikkesha modeling a sari.] Source: Kamal Sood
FIGURE 7-2: Nikkesha modeling a sari. 



	Lehenga is an ankle-length blouse and skirt combination that often has a thick embroidery toward the bottom of the skirt. Many variations of the lehenga have emerged, such as ghagra, which is more pleated. Many women, especially for dances, also flock to two-legged innovations to the traditional skirts, including shararas, which are wide-legged trousers that can sometimes be heavily embroidered, and ghararas, which are fitted from the waist to the knees before forming the wide-legged look from knees to ankle.

	Dupatta is a scarf or shawl that can be made in different materials and accompanies any South Asian outfit. The dupatta has become an iconic symbol of love and attachment in Bollywood films, such as in Om Shanti Om (universal sound for Peace), where Deepika Padukone’s dupatta gets caught in Shah Rukh Khan’s sleeve cuff, or when Hrithik Roshan chases a free-falling dupatta because it reminds him of his love interest, played by Amisha Patel, in Kaho Naa … Pyaar Hai (Say … It’s Love).



The 1970s and ’80s brought about a change in women’s clothing. Though actresses were still mostly playing the roles of damsels in distress, some were stronger sex symbols and their wardrobe followed suit. Given that the 1970s was dominated by disco (see Chapter 8), women also wore bell bottoms, frayed jeans, knee-highs, and large sunglasses. Trends of every decade were followed, and once we entered the mid-to-late 2000s, mainstream Bollywood movies had actresses wearing mostly modern, Westernized clothing. The song videos got more modern at the same time, and more and more Western designer brands began to make appearances in songs.

Given that South Asian fashion is so loved by South Asians themselves, it’s occasionally also used to market the release of specific films. Movies like Mughal-E-Azam, 1960, Jodha Akbar, 2008, and Bajirao Mastani, 2015, are all period pieces that highlighted the royal styles of the Mughal empire and historic India. These gaudy-yet-regal adornments are cherished and emulated by many as they became fashion muses for formal attire as well as South Asian weddings worldwide.

Much like the rest of the world, the Indian subcontinent has also progressed and has become a bit more liberal when it comes to its values and styles of clothing. India, as well as the rest of South Asia, is still considered to be more traditional than perhaps the West; however, Bollywood has always pushed forward liberal ideas — even if they are subject to a culture clash with the mainstream.



Appreciating the simplicity and tradition of men’s clothing

Men’s attire tends to be simpler, even in song; men often can get away with dawning a simple Shalwar kameez and calling it a day. Men also wore Western styles of clothing much sooner than women did, reflective of the types of roles they also had. Here are some of the traditional garments you can see men wearing: 


	Men’s Shalwar kameez is a style similar to a women’s Shalwar kameez, but you can also find this fit topped off with an Indian vest, also known as the koti.

	Lungi is an unstitched garment like a sarong that is wrapped solely around the waist and covers the greater part of the lower extremities. It’s particularly popular throughout India as well as in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal. In song, it appears most famously in “Lungi dance,” which features the garment as its main subject.

	Sherwani, worn in more formal gatherings, is a long, fitted coat jacket with exposed buttons (see Figure 7-3). The fabric typically extends below the knees, but in recent times, varying lengths have ridden a bit higher, along the thigh. This style of clothing has been borrowed by other cultures, including the West; most notably, in the 2003 film The Matrix Reloaded, where Neo (played by Keanu Reeves) wears a custom Sherwani that drapes lower, to his ankles. Sherwanis are typically accompanied by churidar bottoms.



[image: Photograph of Maaz Khan (left) and Maaz Ali (right) wearing sherwanis while attending a wedding in 2019.] Source: High Dynamic Photography
FIGURE 7-3: Maaz Khan (left) and Maaz Ali (right) wearing sherwanis while attending a wedding in 2019. 


All that said is not to say that men haven’t had iconic looks in Bollywood. There have definitely been experiments with men’s looks, from period pieces where men are accessorized with excessive jewelry to club scenes where mesh or ripped shirts are often styled in various ways. Shah Rukh Khan famously wore a see-through mesh shirt in the megahit song “Suraj Hua Maddham” from Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham … (Sometimes Happy, Sometimes Sad).



 


Chapter 11

Noticing Folk Music In and Out of Bollywood


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Reveling in the traditions of the Punjab region

[image: check] Honoring the dance traditions of Punjab

[image: check] Enjoying cultural dance at special occasions



The rich culture of the Punjabi people shines through in various forms in Bollywood film and music. This chapter explores the history of this region, the music that is passed from generation to generation, and its profound effect on Bollywood and the international diaspora.

The Punjab region was split during the 1947 Partition between India and Pakistan, and the northern region of Punjab still remains the cultural center of India. Throughout history, the Punjab region has been the target of many invasions, because of both its fertile soil and its role as the gateway to the Indian subcontinent. This rich and storied history lends itself to many tales of bravery, honor, and love. Chapter 3 discusses Partition in greater detail.

[image: Cultural wisdom] The Punjab region has a rich variety of languages, religions, and cultures, and art and music are no different. Punjabi folk music is perhaps the most recognized and celebrated folk music from the subcontinent, and its reach has spread across international borders. Though the music has evolved over time, the sound and traditions of Punjabi music remain extremely recognizable.



Recognizing the Traditions of the Punjab Region

Punjabi folk music, which has been a tradition passed down through generations, is any music that originates from the Punjab regions of Pakistan and India. Using a diverse set of styles with traditional Punjabi instruments, it’s used in a variety of life milestones to celebrate, grieve, and remember. During Punjabi births, weddings, deaths, and other momentous life events, Punjabi folk music often commemorates the event. Even festivals, fairs, and religious ceremonies are often alive with the sound of folk music.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Punjab refers to the geographic region, split across India and Pakistan. The people of the region are Punjabis, and their primary language is Punjabi. As such, the music is referred to as either music of Punjab or Punjabi music. The main religions of the Indian Punjab region are Sikhism and Hinduism. The main religion of the Pakistani Punjab region is Islam.

As Punjabi music continues to evolve, the region’s history and lore are preserved through this folk music. Each region of Punjab boasts its own variety of folk music and songs, but they’re all unmistakably connected by their common heritage and use of instruments native to the Punjab state. The melodies of the songs are also often preserved, as new musicians continue to honor previously composed songs, simply adding their own twist and lyrics to the melodies.

To completely understand how this music has profoundly affected Bollywood, you first need a basic understanding of the music. These sections delve deeper into where Punjabi folk music came from and the instruments the musicians commonly use.


Identifying the roots of Punjabi folk music

The influence of the Punjabi folk poems and songs that inspire Bollywood movies and songs can’t be understated; the Punjabi tradition has permeated Bollywood film culture at every level.

[image: Cultural wisdom] The music of Punjab has become a cultural symbol for the region. In fact, the music, songs, and artists of the region are more closely associated with their home state than is any other demographic.

[image: Remember] Punjabi folk music can best be split into three distinct themes: 


	Love: Within the love-themed Punjabi folk songs are the region’s famous romance stories. In particular, the love stories of Heer-Ranjha (names of the lovers), Sohni-Mahiwal, and Mirza-Sahiban appear across various areas of Indian culture, including Bollywood. For example, Heer-Ranjha has been made into a movie more than ten times, with famous actors like Anil Kapoor and Sridevi reprising the title roles (refer to Chapter 4).The tragic tale also inspires popular Bollywood music, such as the song “Heer,” from the Shah Rukh Khan blockbuster Jab Tak Hai Jaan (As Long As I Live).

	Heroism: Punjab has a rich history of heroes who stood up to higher powers like the Mughal and British Empires. The inspirational tales about the likes of Dulla Bhatti, Jagga Jatt, Udham Singh, and Bhagat Singh are embedded within Punjabi music, and also became adapted as Bollywood feature films — with the most notable one being The Legend of Bhagat Singh.

	Religion: Religion and spirituality are highly revered within Punjab. Although each of Punjab’s religions (Sikhism, Islam, and Hinduism) have their own practices and teachings, they also have their own influences on the music. Sikh singers use the two instruments known as the dhad and sarangi whilst singing hymns from the gurbani (book consisting of hymns written by Sikh scholars). Muslim Punjabis would sing in the style of qawwalis and nasheeds, while Hindu’s stylized their songs in the form of Bhajans. For more on qawwalis and nasheeds, check out Chapter 9.



The songs within each genre become even more specific and directly embody the lifestyles and struggles of Punjabi people. The songs therefore often deal with more hard-hitting topics such as the Indian caste system, colorism, religious differences, and even substance abuse in the region.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Because the songs are sung during important festivals throughout the year, the songs, festivals, and Punjabi culture have become synonymous. For example, during the change-of-season festivals Lohri and Maghi, men commonly dance bhangra and women dance giddha — both traditional Punjabi folk songs and dances. You can read more about them in the section, “Getting Down: Dance Traditions of Punjab,” later in this chapter. The new-year festival Vaisakhi, which is also closely related to the Punjab region is especially celebrated by Sikhs from the region.



Identifying the unique instruments

Traditional Punjabi music relies on similarly traditional instruments, many of which influence Punjabi music in Bollywood films. Although more than 80 unique instruments are identified as part of the Punjabi folk music tradition, some of these instruments have fallen out of popularity and use as music evolved, and musicians chose not to learn to play the older instruments. Violence within the Punjab region during the late 1980s also led to a crucial loss of knowledge, as festivals and concerts were deemed too dangerous for a time because of political tensions.

Some instruments are extremely important to, and popular for, the continuation of Punjabi folk music traditions. They’re used for various celebrations that keep the tradition alive and encourage people to learn and master these instruments: 


	Dhol/dholak: A dhol is essentially a double-sided drum made of mango wood that is played with two curved sticks. A dholak is simply a smaller version of the dhol that can be played with bare hands; it’s used predominantly by women in small religious and wedding gatherings. Dhols, which are prominent in bhangra music and on festive occasions, are slung across the musician’s shoulders or neck. Figure 11-1 shows professional dhol players perform during the entrance of a South Asian wedding.

	Chimta: A chimta resembles extremely long tongs made of metal with a ring on one end, and sometimes they can have seven or more rings/jingles along each edge. As the musician dances, they hold the two arms of the chimta and periodically clap them together, thereby creating a metallic sound similar to that of small cymbals. The ring further adds to the sound combinations because it too creates a metallic sound when struck against an arm of the chimta.

	Kato: An extremely unique instrument, the kato is a stick with what appears to be the head of a squirrel at its top. As the musician pulls a string that hangs from the squirrel’s mouth, the head is jerked backward to create a sharp clicking noise. Additionally, the “squirrel” also sometimes has bells attached that jingle as the instrument is shaken. A singularly interesting instrument, the kanjari is often used in bhangra dance routines.



[image: Photograph of Professional dhol players Vivek Bhatia (left) and Rishi Bawa (right).] Source: Silk Events DJs
FIGURE 11-1: Professional dhol players Vivek Bhatia (left) and Rishi Bawa (right). 



RECOGNIZABLE PUNJABI FOLK SONGS IN BOLLYWOOD
 
With it’s incredibly recognizable and upbeat tunes, Punjabi folk songs have been a popular choice of music fit for parties of multiple occasions. Bollywood too has picked up on the popular music trend by implementing it into film scores over the years. Here are a few notable songs that can give you a taste of the many flavors of Punjabi music: 


	“Ambarsariya” (One From Amritsar): Featured in the 2013 film Fukrey (Slackers), this folk song became extremely popular upon its release and went on to win the award for Best Punjabi Song in a Hindi Film at the Punjabi Music Awards, hosted by the Punjabi television network PTC in 2014. The song, which follows a traditional Punjabi folk melody, is sung in the style of a woman speaking to a young man from Amritsar.

	“Layi Vi Na Gayee” (You Didn’t Love Me): This song, featured in the popular 2003 film Chalte Chalte (On the Way) and starring Shah Rukh Khan and Rani Mukerji, is a powerful love ballad sung by famous singer Sukhwinder Singh. Featuring traditional Punjabi folk sounds, the song is reminiscent of the lovelorn songs written about famous Punjabi love stories, like Heer-Ranjha.

	“Lodi” (Festival of Lohri): Released 36 years after his death and being one of the last compositions by legendary music composer Madan Mohan, this song from the movie Veer-Zaara accompanies a picturesque celebration during the annual Lohri festival in Punjab, marking the end of the winter solstice. Picturized on Shah Rukh Khan, Preity Zinta, Amitabh Bachchan, and Hema Malini, the song includes traditional Punjabi folk sounds and celebrates the Punjabi tradition and culture ecstatically.





These unique instruments help to give Punjabi folk music its distinct sound, rhythm, and recognizability. Its rich history and cultural attachment endears it to not only the Punjabi general population but also a wide range of audiences across the globe. You can note the influence of this genre in Bollywood because it appears in a number of famous songs over the years.
 


Getting Down: Dance Traditions of Punjab

Punjab is also famed for its many cultural dances. Accompanying the folk music are a number of different variations of dances. Some Punjabi dances, such as jhumar, are typically performed only by men in Punjab. Other forms of traditional dance, such as bhangra, are now performed in arrangements featuring both men and women. These choreographed dances represent various aspects of Punjabi culture, originating from storytelling about the farmers, warriors, and lovers of the region.

The famed and energetic dance steps have blended perfectly with the more upbeat choreographies featured in Bollywood films. Here we dive deeper and see how Punjabis have influenced Bollywood with their world-renown moves.


It’s all in the bounce

The Partition of India and Pakistan deeply affected the Punjab region, perhaps more so than any other region on the subcontinent. The state was essentially split in half, separating an Indian Punjab from the Pakistani Punjab. Cultural hubs such as Lahore and Amritsar resided on both sides of the new border, and both sides felt a newfound sense of urgency to preserve as much Punjabi culture as possible. Even though bhangra predates Partition, it was the time following Partition where bhangra became a prominent form of dance.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Because of its often exciting choreography, bhangra dancing became the banner dance of Punjabi culture. Rooted in the farming culture of the region, bhangra originated in the form of dance moves that farmers performed while harvesting their crops. By choreographing their movements and adding music to their harvesting work, the farmers made their chores more exciting and fun. Bhangra also is performed at festivals and is closely associated with spring harvest festivals in Punjab.

Recognizing bhangra as the energetic dance steps that mirror the beats of a dhol drum is easy. The dances include various kicks, leaps, and even stunts as the dancers perform in choreographed symphony. Dancers of traditional Bhangra perform in a circle, and often other instruments, such as a chimta or a kato (refer to earlier section, “Identifying the unique instruments,” in this chapter). Figure 11-2 shows some bhangra dancing from Bhangra Empire, a California-based organization focused on representing and sharing Punjabi culture at the international level.

The traditional circle dance of bhangra would eventually give way to a more free-form variety of the dance. The evolution of the dance included the same energy and types of movements, but added in more intricate formations to make it more of a show than a traditional dance. This evolution helped to spur on the popularity of bhangra and make it a worldwide phenomenon in more recent years. As bhangra fever spread worldwide, Bollywood also started to notice and began incorporating the songs and dance into its movies. Here are some of the more notable songs that feature bhangra in their choreography: 

[image: Photo depicts that Bhangra dancing has unique footwork.] Source: Bhangra Empire
FIGURE 11-2: Bhangra dancing has unique footwork. 



	“Morni Baanke” (Like a Peacock) from Badhaai Ho (Congratulations There)

	“Nagada Nagada Baja” (The Kettledrum Started Beating) from Jab We Met (When We Met)

	“Bhangra Paale” (Colloquial for Let’s Dance) from Karan Arjun

	“No. 1 Punjabi” from Chori Chori Chupke Chupke (Secretly and Stealthily)





Bhangra’s evolution, from folk to hip-hop

Bhangra music traditionally consisted of similar melodies arranged with specific instruments in mind. The dhol and chimta were featured prominently in the music, and the rhythmic dances that accompanied the songs were choreographed to mirror the movements of farmers from the region. After Partition and into the end of the 20th century, bhangra music began to spread to other parts of the world.

The Indian diaspora was most notable in the 1970s, as Indians flocked to English suburbs in Britain. As they migrated, Indians brought their traditions, music, and dances along with them. As a new generation of musicians and listeners emerged far from the traditional folk music of India, they also began to be influenced by the rock music of the West. The confluence of sounds and instruments in England at that time led to a newer form of bhangra music that fused traditional melodies and sounds with a newer, more modern sound predicated on popular music in the Western hemisphere at the time.

Though it was evolving and people were listening to it, bhangra music didn’t truly become popular in England until the 1980s. Bands such as Alaap and Heera became quite popular during this time, and their rock-infused bhangra songs created a new genre of music that the first-generation youth of the time could identify with. Just as they were the product of two cultures (English and Indian), so too was the music that these bands were releasing. Other artists, such as Malkit Singh, were also releasing popular tracks, such as his “Gur Nalon Ishq Mitha,” which has since been remixed and used multiple times by DJs — and even by Bollywood musicians.

The 1990s and early 2000s saw another evolution in bhangra music, as DJs such as Bally Sagoo and Panjabi MC began to remix traditional Punjabi folk tracks with hip hop and dance music to create yet another new sound. It was also during this time, however, that folk artists began to push back against this new trend. What resulted was a clear divergence in bhangra music: Some artists took on the mantle of creating more traditional Punjabi folk music, and others adopted a more modern, fusion approach to Punjabi music. Both types of artists continue to thrive and influence music in Bollywood.

Artists such as Jazzy B, Sukshinder Shinda, Harbhajan Mann, Hans Raj Hans, and Diljit Dosanjh continue to keep the traditional folk music alive. Dosanjh, in particular, has had a profound impact on Punjabi music in the mainstream and has sung for and appeared in Bollywood movies. On the other side, artists such as Yo Yo Honey Singh, Badshah, and Guru Randhawa make more pop-infused bhangra music and are often featured on Bollywood soundtracks. Both of these subgenres of bhangra music continue to be extremely popular on the subcontinent as well as on the diaspora, and their influence can be found in a number of Bollywood tracks over the past few decades. Here are a few to check out: 


	“Angrezi Beat” (English Beat) by Yo Yo Honey Singh from Cocktail

	“Suit Suit” by Guru Randawa from Hindi Medium

	“Sadda Move” (My Move) by Diljit Dosanjh from Raabta (Connection)





Spotlighting the women of Punjab

Though bhangra can be and is often now co-ed, Punjabi women have long held their own step with the aforementioned dance, giddha. A popular folk dance as energetic as bhangra, giddha is considered derived from the ancient ring dance that was performed in pre-Partition Punjab. For decades, the women of Punjab have embraced this vibrant and rhythmic dance style, performing on not only the subcontinent but also all around the world for festivals or weddings or any other special occasion.

As the giddha style has grown in popularity, so has its unique fashion. Both the giddha and bhangra styles showcase men and women in bright, vibrant colors. Traditionally, a form of Shalwar kameez, a South Asian pant and top, is worn. (We discuss South Asian fashion in more depth in Chapter 7.) What differentiates the bhangra and giddha fashion is typically the gold embroidery, neon colors, and wider bottoms. Women often wear additional jewelry and sport fabric on their heads. Braiding is a common hairstyle, to complete the traditional look.




Choreographing Bhangra within Bollywood

Traditional bhangra is still performed on stages around the world. The UK, United States, and Canada all have large Punjab-descended populations who keep alive the tradition of bhangra and other folk dances from Punjab. Colleges and professional organizations even hold bhangra competitions, where teams from different regions compete with their own choreography. In this way, the dance moves that have been passed down from decades continue, even today, to be in the limelight for South Asians. However, it isn’t just bhangra that is performed at these competitions.

In recent times too there has been an influx of Bollywood films that feature songs with heavy-set bhangra choreography. The influence that bhangra continues to have in Bollywood songs is second to none.


Appreciating dance

One thing that people from the Indian subcontinent appreciate is a good, choreographed dance, and Bollywood doesn’t let them down. Nearly every Bollywood movie has at least one dance number where the main actor is surrounded by a flock of backup dancers performing a number of intricate dance moves. In fact, a choreographed dance number or two is perhaps one of the most recognizable features of all films emanating from the South Asian subcontinent. Dance numbers and endless songs have become a staple of Bollywood and other South Asian film industries.

This lively tradition of appreciating dance — and often Bollywood dancing — doesn’t stop at movies and music videos. With the advent of technology making the recording and uploading videos of amateur dance performances easier, dancing has made its own way into the mainstream, in a couple of ways: 


	Celebrations: South Asians enjoy dancing on nearly every occasion. Weddings and graduations are definite showcases of dancers performing to popular tracks, most often from Bollywood. These can often be a mix of several different dance traditions, from bhangra to hip-hop and even to traditional Indian kathak dances. Figure 11-3 show attendees at a wedding in Massachusetts performing a choreographed bhangra routine with khunda, decorative bamboo sticks maneuvered in various ways during a bhangra routine.
[image: Photo depicts people celebrating at a wedding with a bhangra routine.] Source: Meryum Khan
FIGURE 11-3: Celebrating at a wedding with a bhangra routine. 



	Dance studios: Some people have opened up dance studios to teach various different types of South Asian dance styles, and some studios have taken it a step further and turned it into a workout. Because most of these dances are lively and energetic, another use for the choreography has found its way into the mainstream. Similar to Zumba, South Asian–influenced dance routines are often used as group workout classes in many cities across the world. In fact, BollyX was founded as a Bollywood-inspired dance fitness program, with many bhangra routines incorporated into the routines.




DANCERS GARNERING BOLLYWOOD’S ATTENTION
 
Both traditional and contemporary fusion dance styles have found their way to the mainstream. Popular social media accounts, like BollyShake, catalog the seemingly never-ending barrage of South Asian dance performances and help solo dancers gain worldwide recognition. Some dancers, such as Shivani Bhagwan and Chaya Kumar, have gained international recognition for their original choreographies to well-known South Asian songs.

Bhagwan and Kumar founded BhangraFunk and BollyFunk together, and continue to amass millions of views online for their original choreographies and instructional videos. The rising popularity of these fusion-style dances have necessarily attracted Bollywood’s attention, and many of these dancers have begun appearing in mainstream Bollywood songs.





A culture of competing

As dancers around the world create their own original choreography and are showcased online, friendly competition has emerged throughout various mediums. Colleges around the United States and Canada routinely hold cultural shows or dance competitions in which teams from all over North America compete to show off their skills. Some competitions feature only bhangra dance groups, and others focus on Bollywood-style pop dancing. Still other competitions invite dance groups of all genres, as long as they’re paying homage to South Asian music and dance traditions.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Some of these dance groups gain even more popularity after winning competitions. Groups like Bhangra Empire have even been asked to perform bhangra at NBA halftime shows and the White House. The popularity of cultural dances from the South Asian subcontinent, with Bollywood adapting more bhangra style, has now begun to transcend the South Asian community. Former performers like Manpreet Toor, Naina Batra, and Joya Nandy Kazi have amassed hundreds of thousands of followers on social media platforms after gaining popularity from dance competitions.

This new wave of dancers, musicians, and creators haven’t gone unnoticed in Bollywood. The 2011 Bollywood movie Dirty Picture became so popular that the song’s singer and composer, legendary Bollywood composer Bappi Lahiri (whom you can read more about in Chapter 8) appeared at their Los Angeles studio to record a video for the dance! As these artists and their popularity grow, they are sure to be included before long in Bollywood’s music scene.



  


Chapter 14

Bollywood Fans Grow in the Masses


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Dedicating social media pages to the love of Bollywood

[image: check] Taking a look at Indian shows that are all about Bollywood

[image: check] Scrutinizing the obsessive nature of certain Bollywood fans



Bollywood fans are loyal, and sometimes to a fault. They love everything Bollywood. For instance, to show how devoted Bollywood fans are, consider this: Classic Bollywood actor Amitabh Bachchan (refer to Chapter 4) has amassed more than 40 million followers on Twitter alone, and as this book is being written, he’ll soon be one of the Amazon Alexa voices. His fans and other Bollywood fans have praised, created fan pages for, and even dedicated their careers to learning and appreciating their favorite Bollywood heroes.

This chapter takes a closer look at all the different ways that Bollywood has permeated other media platforms. From serving as the subject matter for traditional games, to being the focus of various television shows, to driving its fans into a frenzy, Bollywood has covered all the bases in India and in the South Asian diaspora. Even if you don’t watch Bollywood movies, chances are you’ll come across Bollywood content through any one of these alternative sources.



Loving the Bollywood Culture

The Indian diaspora has spread widely throughout the world, ranging from parts of Africa, Europe, Russia, Southeast Asia, and, of course, Canada and the United States. Unlike their parents, the first-generation South Asians of those countries didn’t grow up in their ancestral homes; they’re often seen latching onto Bollywood as an avenue to become versed in their culture and heritage. Across the board, South Asians are typically proud of their culture and love to immerse themselves in it, including numerous games and activities that revolve around Bollywood themes, which make for some fun parties. The following sections discuss several ways that Bollywood fans have embraced Bollywood and made it part of their fun.


Celebrating Bollywood with games and music parties

Bollywood is so revered that it has inspired countless fun and interactive games, played by many people who grew up in India and South Asia. Bollywood serves as a common bridge, uniting people in the Indian subcontinent as well as the South Asian diaspora through activities like these games.

[image: Cultural wisdom] A game that Indians and Pakistanis are particularly fond of is Antakshari (the game of the ending letter). In this musical game, two opposing teams typically sing songs to one another; however, each song begins with the consonant that the previous teams’ song ended on. The game continues until one team is unable to come up with a song with the appropriate starting consonant.

Another adored pastime among South Asians is the music party, which is similar to a jam session except that the songs aren’t improvised and created on the spot. Instead, they’re famous songs, hailing from across South Asia and sung typically in their entirety. As you can already imagine, Bollywood songs are usually an easy go-to! Party-goers typically take turns singing songs and playing instruments (if available). This session, which is more popular among the older generation, can potentially last until the wee hours of the morning.

[image: Cultural wisdom] A popular form of the music party is a pre-wedding event commonly referred to as a dholki in Hindi. The event celebrates the new couple with elder women of the community, or aunties, singing wedding-themed songs in unison, whereas younger women often dance along. The name of the event is derived from the two-sided drum called a dholak, which is played by a designated aunty at each event.



More memes, please

The expertise of the youth has always been the Internet, tech, and social media. Memes are a terrific way for the younger generation to tap into Bollywood roots.


BOLLYWOOD-INSPIRED INSTAGRAM PAGES TO FOLLOW
 
To get a taste of the Bollywood fandom for yourself, or perhaps even join in as this book turns you into a fan, we suggest the following pages: 


	@bollywille: This delightful page is equal parts nostalgia and hilarity; Bollywille takes iconic scenes and stills from the Indian silver screen to create incredibly hysterical memes.

	@bollyshake: This page truly honors and showcases the illustrious dance tradition of South Asian culture and Bollywood. With millions of videos being uploaded weekly on social media, Bollyshake started reposting a sample and highlighting originally choreographed dance videos to famous Bollywood songs from amateur talent across the world. As the page draws closer to a million followers, it has become one of the more standard pages to follow and be featured on if you’re a Bollywood fan.

	@desistandard: This podcast is about all things South Asian media, as the hosts (who are the authors of this book!) help break down the themes, trends, and content of South Asian entertainment — and give insight into how it has affected them as first-generation kids growing up outside South Asia (see the following figure). The page goes beyond core Bollywood to influences that the industry has had from Pakistan and beyond. 
 [image: Snapshot of desistandard podcast, which is about all things South Asian media.] Permission of Desi Standard Time



	@instantbollywood: This page has literally everything you would want to know, and probably don’t even need to know, about Bollywood actors, dancers, producers, and more. With more than 6 million followers, this page ensures that you’re never out of the loop on what’s happening.

	@bfunk: This page has had many evolutions, from BhangraFunk (we tell you about this folk dance style in Chapter 11) and BollyFunk to ultimately bfunk to encompass it all. As a page dedicated to unique dances choreographed by instructors Shivani Bhagwan and Chaya Kumar, this account takes your fandom to the next level, by inspiring you to get off your feet and dance along with your favorite Bollywood beats.





A meme is a picture stemming from various pop culture references with a specific and contextualized caption relating to the photo. Memes are mostly for humorous purposes and have flourished wildly over the past ten years as they’re shared person-to-person via social media, email, and text messaging.

Bollywood memes are especially interesting. For example, though the meme pics may ultimately hail from the subcontinent (given that they’re images of Bollywood stars), the context of the caption and how it’s used with the picture can fit in with any society or a culture.

We’ve also seen the reversal instead with American pop culture figureheads whose voices are dubbed over with Bollywood-inspired music, dialogue, or captions. One of the more popular memes is a collection of various Donald Trump speeches spliced together with the 2000 song “Nimbooda” (Lemon), dubbed so it looks like Trump is singing legendary actress Aishwarya Rai Bachchan’s part. Ultimately, Bollywood memes (or any Internet meme, for that matter) are as successful as they are because it can bridge the gap between any two cultures, or even generations.
 



Spinning Off: TV Shows Discuss More about Their Beloved Bollywood

Unlike Hollywood, which defines the great film and television industry in the United States, Bollywood primarily refers only to the film industry in India, and that too only the films made in Mumbai. Indian TV shows or dramas are an entity of their own, with little if any crossover of talent. That said, some Indian shows have been created by and for Bollywood, allowing discussion, celebration, and more of this huge industry. These sections examine some of the more popular shows.


Koffee with Karan

Filmmaker, gossiper, controversial, and exclusive are just a few terms that describe the infamous Karan Johar. The one and only son of the late film producer Yash Johar has cemented himself as one of the top directors in Bollywood with many blockbusters, but over the years, Karan (refer to Chapter 2) has become infamously known more for his flamboyant personality and shocking antics. His larger than life reputation is fueled by his hit television talk show, Koffee with Karan, where he sits down with Bollywood’s most elite and brightest stars and openly discuss details regarding not only movies and their acting chops but also their personal lives.

Koffee with Karan, which airs on Star World India, has completed six seasons over 15 years — and it doesn’t look to be slowing down. To get a feel for it, think of it as Oprah Winfrey meets Howard Stern. Koffee with Karan has the mainstream and presentational panache of Oprah Winfrey’s talk show and similarly can catapult any young and budding star into fame. Though it may not necessarily be as R-rated as the subject matter Howard Stern is notorious for, it’s similar in the sense that the content Karan Johar dabbles in is racy and controversial within an intimate setting, because he has no live studio audience.

The guests featured on the show are usually A-list actors, actresses, and directors. Karan ends to host two or three at a time and on rare occasions might host a one-on-one chat. The show usually starts with him asking the more generic questions “How are you?” and “What’s new?” as a way to get guests going. Not long after, he may casually pepper guests (and sometimes blindside them) with questions circling around the tabloids, paparazzi, or anything that would be considered more intimate, like details about their sex lives or their true opinions on other Bollywood stars. For the most part, guests are expected to be put on the spot, so to speak.

The guests are usually good sports who are enthusiastic about being on the show and partaking in whatever games Karan has in store for them. Often guests flip the tables and pressure the host with invasive questions, poking fun at him throughout in return. All in all, as a result, the show has always done well with ratings and is many a Bollywood fan’s go-to guilty pleasure.

The show is no stranger to controversy, given the topics and on-air probing by Karan. It’s a habit of his to simultaneously host guests who have some distinct association with one another. In one of the more popular episodes, actresses Deepika Padukone and Sonam Kapoor (read about them both in Chapter 6) were guests on one episode, and both were publicly known to have had romantic relationships with actor Ranbir Kapoor. With the help of Johar, both actresses had berated him throughout the episode, much to the dismay of his famous parents, Neetu Singh and Rishi Kapoor (see more in Chapter 4), which was a dream for the tabloids. In another episode, actress Kangana Ranaut made it a point to call out Karan for giving her a hard time throughout her career for being an outsider and for constantly perpetuating the culture of nepotism within Bollywood.



Kapil Sharma Show

In the past few years, Kapil Sharmahas has knocked down the door to Indian TV in his own right with The Kapil Sharma Show, which is more than just a talk show — it’s also a sketch comedy show. After winning The Great Indian Laughter Challenge in 2017 and six seasons of Sony’s Comedy Circus, Sharmahas has ascended to newfound heights. He has not only cohosted the 60th Filmfare Awards in 2015 with Karan Johar but also acted and produced a few Bollywood movies, such as the 2015 Kis Kisko Pyaar Karoon (Whom Should I Love?) and the 2017 film Firangi (Foreigner).

The Kapil Sharma Show is recorded in front of a fairly large studio audience in Mumbai that includes a variety of other comedians who regularly help Kapil host his show. The first half of the show solely involves Kapil’s monologue, followed by comedy skits alongside his fellow comedians; the second half of the show consists of Kapil interviewing famous Indian celebrities and personalities.

The Kapil Sharma Show is renowned more for its slapstick and off-the-wall humor. During the skits, the comedians come fully costumed and exaggerated sound effects, which are an Indian comedy staple, are played throughout moments of the show. The guests chat in a hearty and lighthearted dialogue with Kapil that includes an interactive Q&A with the live audience.



All India Bakchod

Not all comedians take kindly to the antics of Bollywood. One troupe of comedians that have gained popularity in recent years by satirizing and parodying Bollywood is the group All India Bakchod (AIB). (Bakchod means “baseless chatter,” which is colloquial for “nonsense.”) Led by comedians Tanmay Bhat and Gursimran Khamba, the duo started circling the comedy scene in the late 2000s. They first launched AIB as a pop culture comedy podcast, and they were later joined by fellow comedians Rohan Joshi and Ashish Shakya, whom Bhat befriended during his days in the Mumbai comedy scene. Thanks to their quick wit and commentary, they transformed AIB to the next level and began writing shows, producing comedy sketches, and releasing parody songs, all via their YouTube channel. They even created branded content for corporate clients.

AIB is best known for its satirical social commentary regarding Bollywood’s nepotism, patriarchy, films, and songs. The show is best known for a few content types, such as these: 


	“Honest Indian” series

	Their parody “Every Bollywood Party Song,” starring the late actor Irrfan Khan

	“Creepy Qawwali,” which expanded on men and their sleazy attempts at courting women



AIB also produced the “Roast of Ranveer Singh and Arjun Kapoor” in 2015, which featured other prominent comedians and was hosted by Karan Johar. Several other Indian celebrities were in attendance, demonstrating just how much AIB pushes the envelope when it comes to vulgarity in their content.

As you can imagine, anytime the envelope is pushed, it leads to some sort of pushback. AIB has been quite controversial, and even criticized, for its indecency and crude humor. Traditionally in Bollywood, comedy is clean and steers away from topics regarding promiscuity and sex, which is what AIB specializes in. Many people, however, have come to the group’s defense, proclaiming that suppressing them is a way to suppress artistic expression.

More recently, AIB has been on a hiatus of sorts because of negative press, including some sexual harassment charges. Since then, the pair posted infrequently on YouTube, but did use the channel to promote their film Chintu Ka Birthday (Chintu’s Birthday).




Recognizing When Fandom Turns into Obsession

Imitation is the finest form of flattery, and some fans take this flattery quite far. In fact, some have even emulated their favorite Bollywood scenes and songs from over the years in the form of wedding dances, skits, song parody videos, and even cosplay, whenever appropriate.

This fandom has gone to extremes as well. For example, the one-and-only Shah Rukh Khan (refer to Chapter 5) has a fan who has covered every inch of his home with pictures of King Khan. After actress Aishwarya Rai (who has been cited by media as “the most beautiful woman in the world”) married actor Abhishek Bachchan, one fan sued her for allegedly causing him mental distress. Meanwhile, a fan of the present-day actor Aditya Roy Kapur (see Chapter 6) waited outside Kapur’s home for nearly six days to try to meet him. Clearly, Bollywood celebrities are loved by their fans, sometimes to alarming degrees.

These sections identify situations where fans turned into fanatics because of their devotion to Bollywood.


Banning TikTok in India

With the advancement of social media, fans have been able to showcase just how obsessed they are with Bollywood, and no other platform saw as much of a Bollywood obsession as TikTok did. Those parodies were highly entertaining, with a wide array of performances and talents from slapstick comedy to downright dramatic (though still funny).

TikTok is a video-sharing social network that emerged in 2014. Owned by Chinese company ByteDance, the platform allows for short-form vies ranging from dance to comedy to education to everything in between. Each video can be anywhere from three seconds to one minute long.

In fact, TikTok saw approximately 600 million downloads from India alone, as fans showcased creative ways to lip-sync songs and famous movie dialogues as well as thousands of original skits. Figure 14-1 shows Indian American Ashley R. Singh who has amassed hundreds of thousands of followers on TikTok. She creates humorous videos ranging from poking fun at the people of Bollywood to living out her Bollywood fantasies.
 
[image: Photos depict Ashley R. Singh’s TikTok.] Permission of Ashley R Singh
FIGURE 14-1: Ashley R. Singh’s TikTok. 


One reason that TikTok caught on internationally is the sheer entertainment value that Indian TikToks provide. Many people worldwide heard about them, and the only way they could be viewed was to download the app. Some TikToks became so popular that many people from around the world began emulating them, which exposed people to more Bollywood songs and scenes as well as to new talent, such as dancers, musicians, and DJs. For the moment, India has banned TikTok, but Bollywood fans will always find new and inventive ways to share their love for the industry across borders.



Majoring in Kapoorology

The Kapoor family has a heavily revered lineage, and the line of movie stars the family has produced spans multiple generations. Trying to keep up with who’s who can be quite confusing, especially given that they have six generations worth of talent — so far.

To ensure that the legend of the Kapoor family remain intact throughout time, certain enthusiastic Bollywood fans have gone as far as to call themselves “Kapoorologists” when it comes to all things regarding the Kapoor family. The study of the Kapoor family entails documenting every member, how they’re connected, and their contributions to the industry. Truly, the Bollywood fandom knows how to reach a fever pitch when it comes to showing their devotion to their favorite celebrities.

[image: Remember] You can see the Kapoor family lineage all across Bollywood, on screen and off. To read more about the Kapoors, turn to Chapter 2.



  


Chapter 16

Taking From and Giving To Lollywood


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Inspiring Bollywood soundtracks from across the border

[image: check] Examining the overlap between India and Pakistan’s film industries

[image: check] Discovering another popular media form on the subcontinent



Whenever any country is divided by political lines, one of the often-forgotten effects among the chaos is the division of arts within the country. Such was the case with the Indian subcontinent after Partition in 1947 (read more about Partition in Chapter 3), as both the artistic hubs and the artists themselves throughout the unified India were forced to choose one country or another. The two cities that had produced most of the film and music before Partition, Bombay (now Mumbai) and Lahore, became premier destinations for artists on either side of the border.

A similar industry was burgeoning in Pakistan, in the cultural hub of Lahore. Though Pakistani films were made initially in present-day Dhaka, Bangladesh, all efforts were shifted to Lahore in 1971 after Pakistan split into the two states. Over time, the Pakistani film industry came to be known as Lollywood, following a similar naming pattern as Bollywood did (for being based in Bombay). Though in terms of popularity and cultural significance, Lollywood pales in comparison to Bollywood, the industry continues to produce music, film, and artists that influence Bollywood and the South Asian film industry at large.

Lollywood is now experiencing a resurgence. Partition-era artists like Noor Jehan (whom we also discuss in Chapter 3) carried the industry in its early years after Partition. However, in the 1980s and 1990s, Lollywood became almost an afterthought, hardly remaining relevant. An industry that at one time produced tens of movies a year was down to single-digit productions in any given year.

However, a new wave of artists in the 2000s have begun to revive the industry while also moving production to Pakistan’s biggest and most populous city, Karachi. The resurgence has led to more exposure for artists within Pakistan and has brought Pakistan’s film and music industry back into the international spotlight. In this chapter, we examine some of the notable talent and art to emerge from Lollywood and how Bollywood continues to borrow from its neighboring industry even today.



Influencing Bollywood Soundtracks: Pakistan’s Musical Talent

Lollywood has produced some increasingly iconic artists on the international stage over the past decade or so. Because Lollywood is a much smaller industry than Bollywood, it lacks the reach and support needed to evolve and produce as much talent. Nevertheless, Lollywood has carved out its own name in the South Asian film industry, which the following sections discuss. In fact, Bollywood borrows from Pakistani artists more than many people know.

Because of the political friction between the two countries, collaborations are kept to a minimum. Yet some artists are so talented and influential that they transcend these restrictions and find their way into the Bollywood sphere. In particular, Pakistan’s musicians have become recognized on a global level, and in many ways have surpassed some of their Indian counterparts.


Including Pakistani culture in Bollywood

Art forms reside in Pakistan and have influenced entire generations of artists and media consumers and continue to do so, particularly in the two art forms that have influenced Bollywood.


Ghazals: A form of sung poetry

One art form that became a staple of Pakistani culture and, in particular, Indian Muslims before Partition was that of the ghazal.
 

LOLLYWOOD OVERCOMING CHALLENGES
 
Despite Lollywood being smaller than Bollywood, it has overcome obstacles and made significant contributions to Bollywood. This list describes the obstacles that have affected the lack of talent within Pakistan: 


	The departure of artists from the country after finding success: As Bollywood remains a global powerhouse, many artists from Pakistan exit the Lollywood industry and seek bigger, higher-paying roles in Bollywood. This leads to much of the premier talent feeding into the production machine that is Bollywood, but leaving behind a lack of star power in Lollywood and Pakistan at large.

	Conservative leadership under the country’s sixth president: During General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq’s time in office (1978–1988), new taxes were levied on the film industry, and most cinemas in Lahore were shut down. Further taxes on consumer’s viewing films decreased cinema attendance. Pakistani television (PTV) even stopped playing music videos as only patriotic songs were allowed to be on broadcast.



As awareness of these problems and more grew and as tensions between the countries made border-hopping more restrictive, artists began to make their mark on the international stage by remaining in Pakistan. In doing so, they’re also able to preserve some of the rich artistic history that Pakistan carries, including musical forms that are native to the country.



[image: Cultural wisdom] A ghazal is a form of poetry that is often sung as an ode. Ghazals are often pain-filled songs written about unrequited love or as devotional ballads. Though originating in the Arab states as far back as the seventh century, ghazals made their way to the Indian subcontinent with the spread of Islam and the Persian empire.

Particularly, the ghazal form came to be associated with Sufi mystics, who would perform the ghazals as a spiritual tribute. Poets performing ghazals in Urdu, a language largely concentrated Pakistan, existed as far back as the 13th century.

Muslim poets had a hand in furthering the popularity of the humble ghazal. Renowned poets such as Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi (referred to popularly as simply Rumi) gained recognition far and wide, helping to push forward the art of ghazals. Centuries later, a poet by the name of Muhammad Iqbal would play a major role in creating the Muslim independent state that is now Pakistan. Throughout history, ghazals have played an integral part in spreading knowledge, culture, and stories. Refer to Chapter 9 for more about the presence of ghazals in Bollywood.



Qawwali: A form of devotional singing

Another ancient form of music made popular in films by Pakistani artists is that of qawwali.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Qawwali is a form of devotional singing specific to Sufi Muslims. Originally performed at religious occasions and shrines, qawwali music gained worldwide notoriety in the late 1990s, thanks to the popularity of artists such as the Sabri Brothers and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan.

Qawwali performances are instantly recognizable, with a main singer (the ustad, or “teacher”) seated in the middle and surrounded by a few other singers and musicians. The songs are typically devotional pieces about love or religion, and each song can go on for as long as 30 minutes.

No singer has had as much of an influence on qawwali music as the late Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. With fans all over the world, including U.S. presidents, Khan brought qawwali to the masses and popularized this type of music. What was once a religious occurrence became a staple of concerts and even began to appear in Bollywood films. Before Khan’s death, a number of his songs had found their way into Bollywood soundtracks. Though some of the songs were recorded differently to give them wider appeal, Khan often provided the playback and music for many of the songs. Other artists now keep alive Khan’s legacy and the tradition of qawwali; Khan’s nephew Rahat Fateh Ali Khan is now one of the most recognized and accomplished singers in Bollywood. We discuss qawwali and its influence on Bollywood more in Chapter 9.




Rocking Pakistani-style

One of the more popular movements to come out of Pakistan has been its rock music hysteria. The craze began in the 1980s with Vital Signs and was then followed up by 1990’s bands like Junoon (Obsession) and Strings. These rock bands served as the voice for an angsty generation that was fed up by prime minister Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq’s conservative rule and banning of Western ideas and influences. The rock music craze from Pakistan grew wildly popular and also captured the attention of fans and industries within the subcontinent at large, including Bollywood.

The Hindi film industry not only borrowed the songs and other musical influences that the Pakistani rock scene had to offer, but it also took on the stars themselves. As a result, musicians such as Atif Aslam, Fawad Khan, and Ali Zafar were able to further their careers by expanding their fanbases in Bollywood. However, as the popularity of Pakistani music grew more widespread, these musicians would hardly be the last to transcend borders and make an indent in Bollywood, among other outlets.




Rockin’ Out to Music Franchises So Good They’re International

Rock artists continued to gain fame, and singers such as Atif Aslam, who started with Pakistani rock band Jal (Water) made the jump to Bollywood in order to reach a wider audience. However, Pakistan’s rich musical heritage included several other genres, although they’re often overlooked outside of Pakistan. Artists from other genres, such as pop and even qawwali, tried to jump ship and leave for Bollywood or other industries that would give them more fame and money. This further created a hole in the Pakistani music industry because talent couldn’t be retained.

This situation changed in the late 2000s, as television programs devoted to showcasing musical talent from Pakistan took off. The following sections discuss two of the most successful in not only Pakistan but also the world.


Drinking it in: Coke Studio

No television program has had an effect on a country quite like the one that Coke Studio has had on Pakistan. A simple show that combines emerging and established musical artists with a live studio band to record popular and original songs, the show resonated with the Pakistani public in a way that few television programs ever had.

The show (see Figure 16-1 of Pakistani rock musician Omran Shafique playing guitar during his tenure on the house band on Coke Studio) was initially produced by Vital Signs member Rohail Hyatt, and was subsequently helmed by the members of Strings and another Pakistani rock band Noori (Light). However, the rock influence of its producers didn’t stop the show from branching out into various other genres. The show was extremely successful in showcasing new talent across all forms of music, and even took on the task of reintroducing traditional music genres, like Sufi music and qawwali, to a younger generation. The show was an instant success both commercially and critically; it’s now the longest-running annual television program in Pakistan.

With 13 seasons under its belt, Coke Studio shows no signs of slowing down or stopping anytime soon. Its success and cultural impact in Pakistan have prompted a number of spin-offs in other countries, making the show an international franchise. MTV India produces the Coke Studio India television show, which is also successful and features many of the playback singers and songs from Bollywood. Noting the success of the format that Coke Studio popularized, other television shows began to pop up with similar formats in an attempt to further showcase musicians and new music.

[image: Photograph of Omran Shafique plays guitar at Coke Studio.] Permission of Omran Shafique
FIGURE 16-1: Omran Shafique plays guitar at Coke Studio. 




Finding treasures: Nescafé Basement

Following the success of Coke Studio, show runners looked to create similar musical programs for television in Pakistan. One such offshoot that has recently found a lot of success is Nescafé Basement, a show that focuses on underground artists throughout Pakistan. The show is produced by another Pakistani rock veteran, Zulfiqar “Xulfi” Khan, from the rock group Entity Paradigm. The show initially toured college campuses around Pakistan and searched for young, hopeful musicians. Khan then mentored 15 of the best to create a new band for the show.

Following the success of the show, other bands have also begun to perform on the show. One such band, Soch (Thought) has gained widespread popularity for its song “Bol Hu” (Say Hu), which was also featured in the Bollywood movie Malang (Wanderer) soundtrack, remade as “Ho Ja Mast Malang Tu” (Become A Carefree Wanderer).

Soch had previously also recorded a song for a Bollywood movie; the original track “Awari” (Homeless) was included in the Bollywood movie Ek Villain (One Villain), and included vocals from another Pakistani artist who found fame from Coke Studio, Momina Mustehsan.
 

FAMOUS PAKISTANI SONGS IN BOLLYWOOD
 
Pakistani musical artists are being featured in Bollywood movies more and more. As they continue to gain global followings and widespread popularity, Bollywood is taking it upon itself to include some of their works in its films. This trend isn’t altogether new, because Bollywood has definitely borrowed music and movies from other industries. Here are some of the most famous Pakistani songs that are heard in Bollywood movies: 


	“Aadat” (Habit), Kalyug (Modern Era): Sung by perhaps Pakistan’s most famous modern-day singer, Atif Aslam, the song “Aadat” is a remake of the song “Woh Lamhe” (Those Times), which was performed by Atif Aslam’s band, Jal (River), and initially catapulted him to stardom. This would become the first of many songs that Atif lends his voice to in Bollywood, and it launched his career as an international superstar.

	“Sayonee” (Soulmate), Sayonee: Adapted with more modern sounds for the 2020 version, “Sayonee” is a classic and the most famous of Pakistani rock band Junoon’s hits. Upon its initial release in 1997, the song became an overnight sensation that swept across the subcontinent and catapulted Junoon to fame. The original song remains popular even now, as is evidenced by its adaptation into a modern version for a film of the same name in 2020.

	“Loye Loye” (Come Here), Yaraana (Friendship): Perhaps no other Pakistani artist has been remade for Bollywood more notably than the King of qawwali himself, Ustad Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. This classic hit, which he debuted in 1990 and endures as one of his best songs, was remade for the 1995 film Yaarana (Friendship), which starred Anil Kapoor and Madhuri Dixit. The adapted version featured female vocals by Kavita Krishnamurthy, but the song was instantly recognizable as the classic Khan hit. Another song included in this soundtrack, titled “Mera Piya Ghar Aaya” (My Beloved Has Come Home), is another Fateh Ali Khan hit that was remade.








Crossing Over: Lollywood Impacting Bollywood

The significance of Pakistan’s music industry on its neighboring India and Bollywood is undeniable. However, music isn’t the only artistic aspect that transferred to India. As the Lollywood industry seeks to reestablish itself and gain more popularity, it also produces stars with worldwide recognition and serious talent. As with the music industry, these talented stars often look outside Pakistan in order to make more money and gain more recognition. Of course, there is no better industry in the world to be in, in terms of popularity, than Bollywood itself. As a result, a number of successful Pakistani artists have found their way into the Bollywood mainstream.

This transition hasn’t always been easy, however. It’s important to note that the politics between the two countries remain prohibitive. Indeed, it has been less than a century since the two countries split. Many of the ill effects of splitting a country persist today, not only as a narrative in Bollywood films but also as headlines when the Lollywood and Bollywood industries aim to collaborate. This next section shows how that has played out in films produced by Bollywood as well as the newer trend of Lollywood being casted for Bollywood productions.


Indo-Pak relations, as told through Bollywood

As the wounds of Partition continue to heal, Bollywood has shown many differing viewpoints of the struggle and identity crisis that Pakistani, Indian, and Bangladeshi people often feel. Because many current South Asians can trace their roots to sometimes all three of these modern-day countries, it can often be difficult to identify with a national identity from any one of them, particularly in the international diaspora.

Bollywood has touched on an array of issues that still remain a hot topic within the region in varying ways. The most prominent is definitely centered around Partition. Some of these productions include 


	Kalank (Stain): Kalank uses Partition as a backdrop to other events that are occurring in the film.

	Gadar: Ek Prem Katha (Rebellion: A Love Story): Gaddar more heavily involve the events of Partition and how it affected peoples’ lives.

	The Legend of Bhagat Singh: The Legend of Bhagat Singh covered important events and people leading up to Partition.



In many of these movies, Muslims and/or Pakistanis are often shown as antagonists, which has led Pakistan to ban certain movies over the years.

Partition wasn’t the end of the quarrels between India and Pakistan. Still, other movies showcase the ongoing disputes and political situations between the two countries. Movies like Fiza and Mission Kashmir focus on terrorism and the disputed province of Kashmir. The two countries also bumped heads in 1971 as East Pakistan (known today as Bangladesh) gained its independence. A huge blockbuster movie, Border, was released in 1997 and showcases this conflict. Though the movie had an antiwar message, it again depicted Pakistan in an antagonistic light, causing dissent from people across the border from Mumbai.

Finally, some movies simply highlight the unfortunate circumstances that can occur because of the political disputes between the two countries. Perhaps one of the most famous is Veer-Zaara, which tells the tale of two lovers from either side of the border and their struggle to settle peacefully with one another. Though Pakistan in the movie is again shown as the bad guy, so to speak, the movie carries a poignant message in its ending about the shared values and cultures of the two countries, preaching unity.



Pakistani actors crossing the border

As soon as musical artists from Pakistan began to achieve greater success in Bollywood, a precedent was set for other artists as well. Atif Aslam and Ali Zafar were household names before moving over to Bollywood and achieving major success. Ali Zafar, who gained fame as a singer, was even able to secure lead acting roles in successful films such as Mere Brother Ki Dulhan (My Brother’s Bride). At the same time, actors from Pakistani drama serials were gaining fame and recognition across the subcontinent. Though Lollywood continues to be a small industry with only a few productions a year, the Pakistani television drama segment is huge, with many of the dramas becoming beloved all across the subcontinent.

The popularity of some of the actors in these drama serials sets the stage for more talent moving across borders. Two actors in particular, Mahira Khan and Fawad Khan (no relation), found stardom in the superhit Pakistani drama series Humsafar (Lifelong Partner), in which both had starring roles. Fawad Khan first made the leap to Bollywood in 2014, appearing in Khoobsurat (Beautiful) alongside Sonam Kapoor. The role earned him a Filmfare Award for Best Male Debut and launched him into the public eye of Bollywood.

Khan appeared in a few other roles — notably, his Best Supporting Actor performance in Kapoor and Sons, for which he received critical praise as well. However, his casting in the Karan Johar-directed Ae Dil Hai Mushkil (The Heart’s Affairs Are Difficult) was met with serious backlash because Pakistan and India were again enduring political turmoil in 2016. In fact, soon after the movie’s release, Pakistani actors were temporarily banned from appearing in Bollywood films.

Mahira Khan also had a controversial foray into Bollywood, though for different reasons. Following the temporary ban against Pakistani actors, Mahira Khan’s Bollywood debut was made in the 2017 film Raees, opposite none other than Shah Rukh Khan. Though the film was a box office success, Mahira faced criticism from both sides of the border. Conservative groups in India asked for her scenes in the movie to be deleted because of her Pakistani heritage, and conservative groups in Pakistan criticized her for appearing in a Bollywood film with more liberal clothing than Pakistani media is accustomed to. To date, Raees (Rich) has been Mahira Khan’s only Bollywood film (see Figure 16-2) — and who can blame her, after the ruckus that even a single film caused?
 
[image: Photograph of Mahira Khan, acting alongside Shah Rukh Khan.] AF archive/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 16-2: Mahira Khan, acting alongside Shah Rukh Khan. 


Though Pakistan and India have a shared history and similar cultures, the two countries have distinct entertainment industries. Though Bollywood reigns supreme in terms of film, Pakistan has etched out a fantastic reputation for its television drama serials. The music of both countries continues to thrive, and in many cases what’s popular in one is also popular in the other. It remains to be seen how the industries of both countries continue to intertwine and produce content for the Indian subcontinent at large.


TEN PAKISTANI DRAMAS WORTH THE DRAMA
 
Pakistani drama serials are all the rage in not only Pakistan but also across the subcontinent. The intricate storylines, distinct camerawork, and legendary performances of many of these serials earn them a special place in the hearts of South Asians. A common stereotype within the South Asian community is watching one of these dramas on TV while enjoying the family meal — this book’s authors may or may not have had such an experience growing up! If drama is something you crave, this list of ten of our picks for Pakistani dramas is worth your time to read: 


	Dastaan (The Tale): Starring Fawad Khan and Sanam Baloch, and based on the novel Bano, by Razia Butt, Dastaan tells the story of two lovers separated by the events of Partition. A love story that examines more than just its characters’ individual stories, this 2010 drama serial is widely regarded as one of the best of all time in Pakistan.

	Humsafar (Life Partner): The 2011 drama serial that launched the careers of Fawad Khan and Mahira Khan, Humsafar may be the most popular Pakistani drama of all time. A tale of love, devotion, betrayal, and forgiveness, this serial really does cover the full range of human emotion. It’s a must-see series for any fledgling Pakistani drama fan.

	Akhri Station (Final Destination): A somewhat different Pakistani drama than most, Akhri Station deals with such hard-hitting topics as mental health, depression, and misogyny in the Pakistani community. Lighthearted at times and poignant throughout, this 2018 drama definitely deserves a viewing. This drama stars actress Sanam Saeed and actor Mikaal Zulfiqar.

	Zindagi Gulzar Hai (Life Is a Poem): Another drama starring Fawad Khan, this 2012 drama also starred popular actresses Samina Peerzada and Sanam Saeed. Though the star power alone could have catapulted this drama to the top, the story and backdrop of Pakistan–India relations served to make this drama an instant classic.

	Meray Paas Tum Ho (I Have You at My Side): One of the more recent additions to Director Nadeem Baig’s collection of work, Meray Paas Tum Ho features a memorable title song, excellent performances by popular actors Humayun Saeed and Ayeza Khan, and an engaging storyline centering around infidelity in marriage. The 2019 serial was met with criticism from some feminists within Pakistan for its portrayal of women in marriages, and it deserves a viewing if only to engage in the conversations around it.

	Diyar-E-Dil (Valley of the Heart): A 2015 family drama featuring an ensemble cast, this short-but-sensational drama follows a family through its trials and tribulations over multiple generations. The drama was highly rated at the time of its release and gathered a large following. With standout performances from nearly all its cast, this serial is still worthy of viewing today. This ensemble cast includes the likes of actress Maya Ali, and actors Abid Sher Ali and Osman Khalid Butt.

	Khuda Ki Basti (God’s Colony): One of the oldest and most successful Pakistani dramas, Khuda Ki Basti is often credited as the 1969 drama serial that established the genre. The show was so good, in fact, that it was re-telecast five later in 1974, upon the direction of Pakistan’s prime minister at the time!

	Alif (A): Another recent drama to make waves, Alif gained widespread positive attention for its direction, cinematography, and writing in 2019. The story of two individuals overcoming past trials and tribulations, Alif is based on a novel by Umera Ahmad, who is known for having written a number of novels that have been adapted into Pakistani dramas. This series stars actor Hamza Ali Abbasi and actress Sajal Aly.

	Aunn Zara (Character’s Names): Not all Pakistani dramas have to be serious, and this 2013 romantic comedy serial proved just that. With a relatively low budget and an unknown cast, this smart and lighthearted serial was based off the novel “Hisaar-e-Mohabbat” (Fort of Love) written by Faiza Iftikhar, and also encouraged a new generation to watch a genre normally reserved for more mature audiences.

	Jackson Heights: Another lighthearted drama serial, Jackson Heights resonated with many South Asian audiences living abroad, particularly in the United States. Centered on six Pakistanis living in the Jackson Heights neighborhood of Queens, New York, the 2014 show features an ensemble cast that navigates the nuanced life of South Asian immigrant families in the western world.







  


Chapter 18

Reaching Hollywood: Bollywood’s Impact


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Collaborating with “Holly-Bolly”

[image: check] Seeing Bollywood actors and actresses on U.S. talk shows

[image: check] Seeing Bollywood in the American mainstream

[image: check] Listening to the voices of South Asian Americans



The globalization of Bollywood has been absolutely phenomenal. Expanding into multiple markets all across the globe (Russia, China, Africa, Europe, Middle East, North America), Bollywood has taken inspiration and influences from other markets and industries, and the same has happened from Bollywood as well. Although Bollywood is always trying to push the envelope within its own narratives and keep up with the current times, for the most part it still has the global reputation of creating long-winded, romantic musicals with a heightened and colorful take on reality.

Danny Boyle’s Slumdog Millionaire may have been the most popular movie to expose Western audiences to Bollywood’s style of storytelling, production, and talent (such as Irrfan Khan or Anil Kapoor). Bollywood has been collaborating and embedding itself into Hollywood’s mainstream for several decades.

It’s also worth examining the effect that both Hollywood and Bollywood have had on the South Asian diaspora in the United States and the lucky few who have emerged as stars and spokespeople of this diasporic narrative. For more info specifically on Bollywood’s global impact, turn to Chapter 13.



Recognizing Bollywood Actors in Popular Hollywood Media

You may be more familiar with all things Bollywood than you think. Although in recent years an increased influx of talent from Hindi cinema has broken through the barriers to Hollywood, Bollywood stars have been dabbling in Hollywood-related projects for decades, some of whom you might have already seen on the small and silver screens.

Hindi film stars have been able to transcend Bollywood and showcase their talents to Western audiences by way of TV and film. Some of the more publicized and standout names that come to mind are Irrfan Khan, Priyanka Chopra, and Anil Kapoor. To read more about their contributions to Hollywood, check out Chapter 21. Meanwhile, several Bollywood actors’ work flew under the radar and wasn’t as publicized as the aforementioned stars. We discuss them in the following sections.


Leaving a legacy: The late Irrfan Khan

Few Bollywood stars have broken through barriers and landed roles in both American television and film, other than Irrfan Khan, who received acclaim from fans and critics alike during his time in Hollywood.

Originally, Khan was a cricket prodigy whose parents ran a tire business. He was selected to partake in an elite 23 and under cricket tournament, but unfortunately had to back out because he couldn't afford the travel expenses. Citing Rajesh Khanna as his favorite Bollywood actor and muse, Khan followed in the footsteps of Khanna, with the help of his theater actor uncle, and joined Delhi’s National School of Drama. For more about him, keep reading.


Focusing on his early career

Though Khan began his career with a small role in the 1987 Oscar-nominated Salaam Bombay!, it took some time until he was being regularly cast or recognized for his body of work. His first accolade was a Filmfare Award for Best Villain for his role in Haasil (Result), and then he maintained that momentum by winning the approval of his critics as the lead in Rog (Malady). Khan wasn’t considered a commercial Bollywood actor; however, he was well regarded as a master of his craft. His style and prestige allowed him to gain notice from filmmakers abroad.

Khan was cast alongside Tabassum Fatima Hashmi, known as Tabu, and American actor Kal Penn and made his international debut in the highly successful 2006 English film The Namesake. Figure 18-1 shows a scene from that movie, which exposed Khan to International audiences and eventually helped him land the role of a police inspector in Slumdog Millionaire.
 
[image: Photograph of Irrfan Khan (left), Tabassum Hashmi (middle left), Sahira Nair (middle right), and Kal Penn (right).] AA Film Archive/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-1: Irrfan Khan (left), Tabassum Hashmi (middle left), Sahira Nair (middle right), and Kal Penn (right). 




Looking at his international roles

These international roles catapulted Khan into the international mainstream and grabbed the attention of more casual Bollywood lovers as well. He followed up his momentum by starring alongside Shah Rukh Khan in Bollywood’s 2009 film Billu, which was well received. He continued to appease audiences at home in movies like Paan Singh Tomar, Gunday (Outlaws), and Hindi Medium, and abroad in The Amazing Spider-Man, Life of Pi, and Jurassic World. Khan added more hardware to his collection with Filmfare, National, and Asian Film awards. Unfortunately, as the world began to become more and more familiar with Khan’s artistry, he was taken from the world too soon when he passed away in 2020.



Examining the Khan contradiction

Khan was considered a contrarian in the Hindi film industry because his characters and films of choice had more depth and relevance than your average Bollywood flick. Though these films weren’t as commercially successful as the others, he took pride in choosing meaningful roles with substantial narratives, earning the respect of his contemporaries along the way. Khan had a relatable and warmhearted presence on-screen, perhaps in part because of his humble beginnings, which also translated to his personality in real life.

Many have described Khan’s performances to be as though you were watching your best friend on-screen, who was seemingly finding moments to wink at you throughout the film. Though in real life Khan kept a low profile from the public eye, he instilled not only a sense of familiarity and ease with his onscreen presence but also a reassurance of the film’s credibility. Much like his idol, Rajesh Khanna, who was considered Bollywood’s first superstar, Khan achieved that same level of superstardom by being the first Bollywood actor of his kind to find true, substantial success outside Bollywood.




Sweeping audiences off their feet: Dimple Kapadia

In 1973, actress Dimple Kapadia made her Bollywood debut in Bobby. Throughout the 1970s, she was known mainly for her beauty and sex appeal; however, when she returned to Bollywood in the 1980s, she gained critical success with her wide range of roles. Known for her standout performances in movies such as Dil Chahta Hai (The Heart Wants), Dabangg (Fearless), and Cocktail. Kapadia also started appearing in English-language films, such as Being Cyrus and Finding Fanny.

Kapadia proved that she was a versatile actor, and so she caught the attention of the infamous Christopher Nolan, who cast her for the role of Priya in his 2020 hit Tenet. (Figure 18-2 shows Kapadia walking alongside John David Washington in Tenet.) Critics favored her performance and her tremendous on-screen presence. To read more about Kapadia and other actresses of her time who were pushing boundaries, check out Chapter 4.
 

Shining in unconventional roles: Om Puri

Om Puri, an acting savant, made a reputation for taking on roles of varying range throughout his career. His Bollywood filmography includes Disco Dancer, Arohan, The Ascent, Gupt: The Hidden Truth, and Agneepath (Path of Fire). Alongside his fellow Delhi National School of Drama classmate Naseeruddin Shah, Puri also found work abroad, acting in British and American film alongside several notable Hollywood actors. Some of those include City of Joy, with Patrick Swayze; Wolf, alongside Jack Nicholson; and Charlie Wilson’s War, costarring with Tom Hanks and Julia Roberts. Unfortunately, Puri passed away in 2017 from a heart attack.

[image: Photograph of Dimple Kapadia, with John David Washington.] PictureLux/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-2: Dimple Kapadia, with John David Washington. 




Recognizing other actors who made the transition

Other actors have made appearances in Hollywood. Here’s a sampling: 


	Tabussum Fatima Hashimi: Better known as Tabu, she made a name for herself in several critically acclaimed Bollywood films in the 1990s and 2000s. Also known for being one of the taller actresses at the time, her highly regarded bodies of Bollywood work include films such as Vijaypath (Path of Victory), Maachis (Matchsticks), Virasat (Inheritance), and Haider. Tabu’s (you can see her in Figure 18-1) ability to excel in more unconventional Bollywood films allowed her to flourish overseas as she has made appearances in movies like The Namesake and Life of Pi. For more on Tabu’s career, check out Chapter 5.

	Naseeruddin Shah: An award-winning and popular actor in India, Shah appeared in the Hollywood movie The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Shah was invited to audition for the role of Albus Dumbledore when the Harry Potter franchise was in search of a new Dumbledore after the death of Richard Harris. For reasons unknown, Shah turned down the offer.


	Nargis Fakhri: She made the jump into Hollywood in Spy alongside Melissa McCarthy.

	Shabana Azmi: Her work includes City of Joy, and Son of the Pink Panther.



[image: Tip] For other Bollywood stars who made the jump into Hollywood waters, check out Chapter 21.
 

BOLLYWOOD-STYLE AMERICAN MOVIES
 
The filmmaking style of Bollywood is, needless to say, much different from films made in Hollywood. Though Hollywood prides itself on the raw, gritty, and struggling tales of outcasts and the marginalized, Bollywood has typically showcased colorful, multigenre stories of the beautiful and glamorous. It should be noted, though, that these are generalizations of each industry, and though Hollywood too also produces movies that serve as complete escapes from reality, the Hindi film cinema too has done a commendable job of producing movies with a more indie-film feel that touch on societal issues.

The global success of Slumdog Millionaire is what caused Hollywood’s elite to take a good, hard look at Bollywood. Though Slumdog Millionaire isn’t considered a Bollywood movie, it had the plot twists, songs, and romantic themes similar to one. Once these concepts are blended with the elements of Western cinema (darker themes, depiction of the underworld, and poverty), you have a film that highly resonates within the diaspora while exposing new cultures and ideas to a wider audience.

When these types of Bollywood-style American films have the right professionals working behind them, the films can potentially become critical and commercial successes. The 2014 Steven Spielberg-produced The Hundred-Foot Journey follows the story of a culinary prodigy, Hassan (played by Indian American actor Manish Dayal) as he and his family establish an Indian diner in France after being displaced from their homeland in India. The diner starts a turf war of sorts with Madame Mallory (Helen Mirren), a neighboring restaurant proprietor, until the two end up collaborating on their talents and Hassan becomes Mallory’s protege.

The story also follows the budding romance between the protagonist Hassan and Marguerite (Charlotte Le Bon). The film has remnants of an underdog story while incorporating romance and social dialogue. Along with appearances from established Bollywood stars (Om Puri and Juhi Chawla) and a soundtrack produced by the great A. R. Rahman, the film touches on Bollywood’s cinematic themes while still appeasing American and diaspora audiences with a grounded plot that anyone can relate to.






Moving from Acting to Talking with Talk Shows

Everyone loves their celebrities, and what better way to become familiar with the rich-and-beautiful than by way of the magic of talk shows? Several Bollywood stars have made appearances on popular U.S. talk shows over the years to promote their films and relevant projects at the time. Given their superstardom overseas, these different hosts take this opportunity to discover more about the stars as well as the culture and industry they hail from.


Ellen DeGeneres

Ellen DeGeneres features a who’s who of celebrities on her daytime talk show. No doubt an appearance on her show can make someone a household American name, and few Bollywood stars have been lucky enough to be graced on the show. The likes of Priyanka Chopra and Deepika Padukone have both been guests, with Chopra appearing three times and Padukone appearing once.

Chopra’s first appearance was to promote her ABC show, Quantico, followed by an episode where she discusses her marriage ceremony with American singer Nick Jonas. Padukone’s first appearance on American talk shows was on Ellen’s show, when she was promoting her movie alongside Vin Diesel, XXX: The Return of Xander Cage.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Padukone was also a guest on The James Corden Show with Vin Diesel and taught the host how to perform the famous lungi dance from her hit movie, Chennai Express.



Jimmy Fallon

To host The Tonight Show on NBC means you’ve reached the pinnacle of comedy and stamped yourself as a Hollywood icon. As a result, it’s truly a dream come true for someone to be featured as a guest on the show, and Chopra has been lucky enough to be featured on the show five times. From discussing her forthcoming films to her highly publicized wedding with Nick Jonas, Chopra has also played interactive games alongside Fallon, such as bobbing for apples and a wing eating contest, all of which have gone viral on YouTube.



Oprah Winfrey

Oprah Winfrey was the original queen of daytime with The Oprah Winfrey Show — and her show is still considered to be the echelon of daytime television. Winfrey was one of the first to feature a Bollywood star on American television, in the mid-2000s, with the great Aishwarya Rai Bachchan. On her first appearance, Bachchan wasn’t married yet to her future husband, Abhishek Bachchan, and appeared on the show with Winfrey billing her as the most beautiful woman in the world. In her initial appearance, Bachchan answered several questions about her upbringing as an Indian woman, which was then followed by Rai’s assisting Winfrey in donning a traditional Indian dress, the sari. For more about traditional Indian’s women clothing and other costumes appearing in Bollywood flicks, check out Chapter 7.

Aishwarya Rai made her second appearance on Winfrey’s show in 2009, alongside her husband, Abhishek. At the time, their union was considered to be the biggest wedding in India, and it was met with heavy publicity, so much so that Winfrey had to invite her from overseas to chat about it! Winfrey followed up this meeting by paying a visit to the Bachchans in India three years later and met several of Bollywood’s elite for her special, “Oprah’s Next Chapter: India Episode.”



David Letterman

Proving to be a trailblazer for the likes of Priyanka Chopra and Deepika Padukone, Aishwarya Rai also paid a visit to The Late Show with David Letterman in 2005. Letterman had also billed Rai as the most beautiful woman in the world as she came on the show to promote her film Bride and Prejudice. The interview was memorable not just because it was the first time a notable Bollywood star was on a major late night American talk show but also for the witty comebacks and digs she exchanged with Letterman.

[image: Remember] As Letterman passed the torch to Stephen Colbert and retired from late night, he moved to Netflix and started his new show, My Next Guest Needs No Introduction, in 2018. After two successful seasons, Letterman featured King Khan himself, Shah Rukh Khan, which was met by worldwide excitement and hype. Letterman visited Khan’s home in India and chatted with him about his career and his upbringing, and then asked what the day-to-day life of someone of Khan’s stature and caliber looks like. This episode still remains one of Letterman’s most popular.
 

TEN INTERNATIONAL INDIAN MOVIES THAT GIVE A TASTE OF THE DIASPORA
 
The hybrid formula of blending Hollywood with Bollywood is a recipe that’s only continuing to evolve as time goes on. From highlighting established Bollywood stars to giving new-and-hungry stars their big break, these Indian-American films have given South Asian communities abroad the narrative and recognition they’ve been yearning for. 


	Slumdog Millionaire: Hands down, the 2008 Slumdog Millionaire is widely regarded as the most recognized and successful international Indian film of all time. It was inspired by the novel Q & A, by Indian author Vikas Swarup, which tells the story of a boy from the Mumbai slums who suspiciously wins India’s version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, leading to accusations of cheating. This film showcased Bollywood stars such as Irrfan Khan and Anil Kapoor to international audiences and introduced British Indian actors Dev Patel and Freida Pinto, who continued successful acting careers following the film.

	American Desi: This 2001 comedy touched heavily on the identity crisis that many diasporic communities worldwide face. The tale of the film’s protagonist, Kris (played by actor Deep Katdare), is about how he doesn’t associate with his Indian heritage, though that all quickly changes after he falls for a girl by the name of Nina (Purva Bedi).

	Monsoon Wedding: The spectacle that is an Indian wedding was expounded on internationally, thanks to director Mira Nair’s 2001 movie Monsoon Wedding. The plot circles around the arranged marriage of the Verma family’s daughter, Aditi. The film was well received by audiences for capturing the ensuing chaos and expenses that come with organizing large Indian weddings, along with the baggage that comes with family reunions.

	Bend It Like Beckham: Despite her parents’ disapproval of her playing soccer, 18-year-old Jess, played by British actress Parminder Nagra, bends their rules and restrictions to finds ways to play, along with the help of her friend, Jules, played by actress Keira Knightley. This film touches on the traditional gender norms of Indian culture and empowered women to live their lives and pursue their own careers and ambitions.

	The Namesake: Another classic featuring the greats, actor Irrfan Khan and director Mira Nair, this film is also a coming-of-age story that examines and appreciates one’s cultural heritage, American values, and healthy dialogue between children and parents. The film (refer to the section, “Focusing on his early career,” earlier in this chapter) touches on issues of dating, marriage, and family values, ultimately unifying the two cultures.

	Bride and Prejudice: Banking on the international rise of actress Aishwarya Rai Bachchan (read about her legacy in Chapter 5), Bride and Prejudice was one of the first international Indian films that featured a megastar from Bollywood. For the most part, audience and critics liked the 2004 film; the film gave viewers cross-cultural dialogue in regard to marriage and other heritages and backgrounds.

	Dude, Where’s the Party?: Kal Penn leads the way again, this time in a comedic and lighthearted portrayal of Indian Americans navigating through life. This film, unlike others on the list, wasn’t critically acclaimed but nonetheless provides much needed mind-numbing entertainment.

	The Tiger Hunter: Set in 1979 Chicago, the movie follows the adventures of Sami, played by Indian-American actor Danny Pudi. The film is a lighthearted take on early Indian immigrants and their struggles assimilating into the United States. The film marks the debut of Muslim American director Lena Khan and also features actors Jon Heder, Rizwan Manji, and Canadian-Indian actress Karen David. The film was well received by critics and is available for streaming on Netflix.

	Outsourced: Though the other movies in this list had to do with Indians assimilating into Western cultures, this 2006 movie examines the journey of Todd (Josh Hamilton) and his move to India. The film did decently well within film festivals; however, it didn’t fare well at the box office.

	The Problem with Apu: This 2017 documentary was written by American Indian comedian Hari Kondabolu, discussing how The Simpsons character Apu (voiced by Hank Azaria) was for a period the only mainstream representation that South Asian Americans had on U.S. television. The movie hones in on bullying and how South Asians were perceived in the United States as a result of the negative stereotypes. The documentary was met with positive responses and resulted in Azaria no longer voicing the character.








Crossing Over: Hollywood in India

As the worldwide and Western popularity of Bollywood grew, Hollywood stars began to dabble in Hindi cinema projects. Stars and icons from both U.S. music and television have collaborated with the brightest of Bollywood over the years. Here we take a brief overview on the stars behind Tinseltown’s small and silver screens that took the leap overseas.


Appearing in Bollywood movies

Surprisingly, a fair share of A-list Hollywood actors have mingled with the best and brightest of Bollywood. From films, awards shows, and friendly cameos, the stars of Tinseltown are quite familiar with the presence and value that Bollywood brings to world cinema, and an opportunity for a collaboration is never to be taken lightly. American actors like Will Smith, Sylvester Stallone, Denise Richards, and Sir Ben Kingsley have made appearances on the Hindi silver screen. For more on these stars and their contributions, check out Chapter 15. This section addresses a couple others.


Annabelle Wallis

Stars from Hollywood’s small screen have also worked with Bollywood talent. Popular English actress Annabelle Wallis is known for her roles in Peaky Blinders, Annabelle, and The Mummy. After being sent to make a Bollywood film in her initial years as an actress, she starred alongside Amitabh Bachchan and Karan Sharma in the film Dil Jo Bhi Kahey… (What the Heart Says). The film didn’t do well, unfortunately, but luckily for Wallis she was able to land work eventually back home!



Sarah Thompson

Sarah Thompson had a steady career making appearances in Boston Public, Angel, 7th Heaven, and Malibu’s Most Wanted. In 2010 she was cast as Ranbir Kapoor’s American girlfriend in Prakash Jha’s Raajneeti (Politics). Despite neither of these Bollywood films doing well critically or commercially, it's still interesting to see just how much of an option it is for Hollywood stars to potentially take up work in Bollywood.




Collaborating on cross-cultural comedy

A lot of the first-generation diaspora relied heavily on Bollywood as a way to become familiar with their own identity and heritage. One example is Lilly Singh. Toronto-based Singh was a YouTube star who produced Bollywood parodies and comedy sketches that circled around her upbringing as an Indian Canadian.

Her quick-witted content and hilarious impressions of her parents made her one of the highest-paid and most successful YouTubers of all time. She then moved to NBC and took over Carson Daly’s slot and became the host of A Little Late with Lilly Singh. She continues to create Bollywood-related content on her social media and features several South Asian American celebrities as well as other POC talent.




Eyeing South Asian Contributions to Hollywood Films

Not only have more South Asian Americans started to find careers in show business, but more are beginning to be recognized for their contributions in the field. Whether they’re captivating the hearts of millions in front of the camera or creating magic behind the scenes, South Asians are bringing a much needed breath of fresh air to storytelling and entertainment in Hollywood. Here we examine the people behind and in front of the cameras who have made an impact.


Identifying notable people behind the scenes

Though actors and actresses are often the faces of stories told on film, there are a number of South Asian directors and filmmakers who don’t appear on the big screen but are responsible for films making the big screen. Here are a few of the most notable and influential South Asian filmmakers making waves in Hollywood.


M. Night Shyamalan

One of the first Indian American directors to make a splash into the American mainstream was Manoj Nelliyattu Shyamalan (“sham-uh-lam”), also known as M. Night Shyamalan. After directing and working on lesser-known projects, Shyamalan scored big by directing the 1999 hit The Sixth Sense, receiving international recognition. The film was nominated six times at the Academy Awards and was soon followed up by his next sci-fi horror blockbuster, Signs.

Though his next array of films was either critically unsuccessful or met with mixed reviews, they were still commercially successful because of his ability to draw large audiences as well as A-list talent. Shyamalan (see Figure 18-3) has created his own legacy in horror and sci-fi genres and is considered to be a stand-out talent with his eccentric directing and cinematography styles. His most recent films were Split and Glass, which featured the likes of actors James McAvoy, Anya Taylor-Joy, Samuel L. Jackson, and Bruce Willis, who also starred in The Sixth Sense.
 

Mira Nair

Listed several times as the director of a few of the films mentioned in this chapter’s earlier sidebar “Ten Indian international films that give a taste of the diaspora,” Mira Nair has been working in film since the 1980s, directing documentaries and co-writing the 1987 Oscar-nominated Salaam Bombay!. When she transitioned to directing, her films were centered around diaspora characters who dealt with their American and Indian cultures clashing. Those films are 

[image: Photograph of M. Night Shyamalan, during the making of The Sixth Sense.] AF archive/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-3: M. Night Shyamalan, during the making of The Sixth Sense. 



	Mississippi Masala: This love story between an Indian American and a Ugandan American in the United States stars Denzel Washington and Roshan Seth.

	Monsoon Wedding: Delhi-based Aditi Verma deals with her arranged marriage to Houston local Hemant Rai and all the chaos associated with planning an Indian wedding.

	The Namesake: The Ganguli parents and their son, Gogol, struggle to balance Indian traditions with their newfound American culture.



Nair is a gem and considered to be the pride of Indian representation in cinema that includes Oscar, Golden Globe, and BAFTA nominations. Nair has been praised for unapologetically sticking to her roots, and pushing for diversity and inclusion in her filmmaking.



Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy

Another woman who has made a name for herself is the incomparable Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy. Hailing from Karachi, Pakistan, Chinoy has won two Oscars and six Emmy awards for her notable documentaries Saving Face, and A Girl in the River: The Price of Forgiveness. Her documentaries have revolved around the mistreatment and inequality of women in South Asian and Middle Eastern countries. In 2012 she was included in TIME magazine’s list of the 100 Most Influential People in the World.




Making space in the industry: Prominent diaspora actors in Hollywood

A handful of actors of South Asian descent are continuing to make their mark in Hollywood. We take a closer look at these individuals in these sections.


Riz Ahmed

The British-Pakistani actor Riz Ahmed has starred in several films, such as Four Lions, Nightcrawler, Rogue One, and Venom, but was most notably recognized for starring on HBO’s hit miniseries The Night Of, a show about a Pakistani-American college student accused of murdering a girl in New York. The show touched upon preconceived notions of Muslims living in a post-9/11 world, something that Ahmed (see Figure 18-4, which shows him during the filming of Rogue One) has been vocally passionate about in his craft.
 
[image: Photograph of Riz Ahmed during the filming of Rogue One.] AF archive/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-4: Riz Ahmed during the filming of Rogue One. 


The actor has gone on record saying that he would rather be poor than take roles that further perpetuate stereotypes of brown people in a negative light. Ahmed is also a rapper, going by the stage name Riz MC, where he continues the narrative of living as a Muslim in the free world as well as his Pakistani upbringing and culture.



Utkarsh Ambudkar

An American actor, rapper, and singer, Utkarsh Ambudkar’s range of talents helped him gain stardom with his role of Donald in Pitch Perfect. He has been in a variety of on-screen and voiceover roles, from Pizza in The Muppets to a small role on The Simpsons. He worked alongside the legendary Mindy Kaling in The Mindy Project, and has taken on many roles, big and small, in film and TV.

Fun fact: Maaz Ali, one of the authors of this book, acted as Utkarsh’s double for a driving scene in a Netflix production.



Aziz Ansari

Aziz Ansari won Best Standup at HBO’s US Comedy Arts Festival. His stand-up typically circled around stories from his personal life, which resonated with many. He grabbed the nation’s attention with his role as Tom Haverford on NBC’s Parks and Recreation. After the success of that show, Ansari produced his own show on Netflix, titled Master of None, which was met with critical acclaim. The show won Ansari the award for Best Actor in a Comedy at the Golden Globes, making him the first Asian-American to do it. He also wrote a book in 2015, titled Modern Romance: An Investigation, which was also well received.



Manish Dayal

Manish Dayal hails from an Indian Gujarati family in South Carolina. Dayal headed to New York in the late 2000s to focus his career on film and television. After landing a few national commercials for the likes of McDonald’s and Domino’s, Dayal booked a few roles on short-lived shows such as AMC’s Rubicon and NBC’s Outsourced. From there, he was cast as Raj in the third and fourth seasons of the CW’s 90210, and then got his big break in The Hundred-Foot Journey, which found critical and commercial success. He now plays Dr. Devon Pravesh on the Fox medical drama The Resident. In a short time, Dayal has shown tremendous promise as a leading man who still has a bright future ahead of him.



Jameela Alia Jamil

Jameela Alia Jamil, a British actress of both Indian and Pakistani descent, has worked as an actress, radio presenter, model, writer, and activist. First discovered at 22 years old while teaching English in London, she’s held a number of prominent roles with her first major series regular in the American fantasy comedy The Good Place. She has gone on to hold a number of voiceover and on-screen acting roles, including the Netflix production Jurassic World Camp Cretaceous alongside another rising South Asian actress, Bengali Pakistani American Kausar Mohammed. Other roles of Jamil’s include the TV series DuckTales, Animaniacs, and Harley Quinn.



Mindy Kaling

When it comes to South Asian Americans being in the limelight, many turn their attention to the one and only Mindy Kaling. She attended Dartmouth College for playwriting and became an intern for Conan O’Brien during her sophomore year. (Refer to Figure 18-5, which shows her at the 2016 Vanity Fair Oscar party.) From there she landed the iconic role of Kelly Kapoor on the superhit NBC comedy The Office, also working as a writer and executive producer on the show. In 2012, she made the move to Fox and starred in The Mindy Project, where she also served as the writer and producer, furthering herself as an unstoppable force in Hollywood.
 
[image: Photograph of Indian American actress, comedian, writer, producer, and director Mindy Kaling.] REUTERS/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-5: Indian American actress, comedian, writer, producer, and director Mindy Kaling. 


[image: Cultural wisdom] Kaling is beloved by her fans and contemporaries alike for breaking South Asian stereotypes and being a role model for young girls everywhere. Recently, Kaling has gone on to produce the Netflix hit Never Have I Ever, and worked in films such as Wreck-It-Ralph, Inside Out; and Oceans 8. She also directed and produced Late Night. In addition, she has given fans more insight into her personal life, by authoring two books: Is Everyone Hanging Out Without Me? (and Other Concerns) and Why Not Me?



Hasan Minhaj

When it comes to South Asian American media personalities, no one, arguably, has been as red-hot as American Indian comedian Hasan Minhaj. He gained national attention for sharing his upbringing by detailing his encounters of prejudice and racism as a first-generation Indian American in his Netflix special, Homecoming King. He first served as a correspondent on The Daily Show before hosting his own political satire show on Netflix, Patriot Act with Hasan Minhaj.

[image: Cultural wisdom] With a role on Season two of Apple TV’s The Morning Show, Minhaj has been the voice of the South Asia diaspora in the West. He has received several awards for his work, including a GQ India’s International Man of the Year award with the likes of Bollywood actors Aamir Khan and Ranveer Singh present. Figure 18-6 shows Minhaj performing at the White House Correspondents' Association dinner in Washington in 2017.
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FIGURE 18-6: Hasan Minhaj. 




Kumail Nanjiani

A readily seen actor who continues to appear on film and television for his comedic roles is Kumail Nanjiani. The Pakistan-born actor rose to fame by playing the role of Dinesh in the HBO comedy hit Silicon Valley. In 2017, Nanjiani starred in and co-wrote The Big Sick, which depicted his personal life and relationship with his real wife. Though the film did incredibly well commercially and critically, it was met with controversy from the South Asian community over how elder Pakistani characters in the film were depicted. Nonetheless, Nanjiani was still nominated for Best Original Screenplay at the Academy Awards, among other awards.

He also “broke the Internet” when he uploaded a shirtless picture of himself sporting his newly sculpted muscles and announcing that he was joining the cast of Marvel’s The Eternals, slated for release in 2021.



Dev Patel

Meanwhile, the one-and-only Dev Patel captured the hearts of millions with his film debut as Jamal Malik in Slumdog Millionaire and continues to do so today. With hits like The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel and Lion, Patel is an Oscar-worthy actor who still has a bright future ahead of him. This British-born prodigy is regarded as a national treasure who is highly beloved by his South Asian community back home and abroad.



Kal Penn

Kal Penn had audiences in stitches with his iconic role as Kumar in the Harold and Kumar film series. Born into a New Jersey-based Indian Gujurati household, Penn traveled cross-country to study film at UCLA, after which he landed small parts in films such as American Desi and Van Wilder. Following his rise to fame from Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle, Penn landed a small role as a terrorist on the Fox show 24, which made him rethink his choice of roles. Penn has gone on record to say that his role in 24 didn’t sit well with him politically, and he recognized the problem with further instilling negative stereotypes of brown people.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Penn had a newfound purpose and decided to not only become more politically active but also to choose roles that elevated his South Asian community and background shortly after the release of The Namesake, in which Penn’s performance was especially praised. As he continued to pick up movie and television roles, Penn stayed politically active and most recently started a show titled Kal Penn Approves This Message, which covered political topics as well as the 2020 presidential election.



Russell Peters

By the early 2000s, South Asians had started making their way into Western pop culture. One of them was Indian-Canadian comedian Russell Peters, who began his career under the wing of comic legend George Carlin and eventually gained tremendous popularity after his set from the Canadian show Comedy Now! went viral. Specializing in impersonating accents and sharing anecdotes about his father, Peters is a trailblazer for South Asian comedians and paved the way for many after him. The most popular anecdote was of his father who would discipline his brothers by saying, “Somebody gonna get a hurt real bad” in order for them to start behaving better. Peters was the first comedian to have a Netflix special and has made several appearances on television and film.



Naomi Scott

Naomi Scott is another actress with a bright future ahead. Born to an Indian Gujarati mother and an English father, Scott reached critical acclaim for her roles in Terra Nova, and Lemonade Mouth, while showcasing her singing talents on YouTube during her downtime. Her first big role was that of the Pink Ranger in the Power Rangers film in 2017 (Figure 18-7 shows Scott as the Pink Ranger in that film), followed by Aladdin, where she played the lead as Princess Jasmine. Scott was recently in the 2019 rebooted action comedy Charlie’s Angels alongside the likes of Kristen Stewart and Elizabeth Banks. Scott has proven to be a capable actress, and it will be exciting to see where her future projects take her.
 
[image: Photograph of English actress Naomi Scott (left) in Power Rangers.] Moviestore Collection Ltd/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 18-7: English actress Naomi Scott (left) in Power Rangers. 




Hannah Simone

Sharing the limelight alongside Mindy Kaling on Fox was actress Hannah Simone. The British Canadian, who is the daughter of an Indian father and a German-Italian-Greek Cypriot mother, began working as a fashion model and later hosted several music shows in her 20s. After picking up small television roles, Simone was cast as the best friend, Cece, in the Fox hit comedy New Girl.




  


Part 6

The Parts of Tens


IN THIS PART …
 
Check out ten movies to watch if you’re new to Bollywood for a good primer.

Make time for the ten must-see films starring Shah Rukh Khan, the king of Bollywood.

Find out about the ten Bollywood actors who transitioned to Hollywood.





Chapter 19

Ten Movies to Watch If You’re New to Bollywood


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Unlocking Bollywood’s biggest blockbusters

[image: check] Getting to know Bollywood’s significant genres and themes

[image: check] Highlighting the reasons you should watch these films



For any new fan of Bollywood, having a starting point is important. This chapter discusses ten must-watch Bollywood movies that we identify as some of the best for exposing you to the Bollywood culture.

For a closer look at some of the movies on this list, check out our podcast, Desi Standard Time. Refer to the Cheat Sheet at www.dummies.com by searching for “Bollywood For Dummies Cheat Sheet” for more information.

Whether you’re new to Bollywood or a long-term fan, understand that these ten movies aren’t the greatest Bollywood movies ever made — we’re just sharing our list to give you an overview of some great films. And you may notice that none of these movies features Shah Rukh Khan, often deemed the “King of Bollywood.” Khan’s legacy is so monumental that we dedicate Chapter 20 to ten of his masterpieces. (Chapter 5 discusses Khan’s legacy in greater detail.)

Furthermore, we provide this list to give you a taste of the films that were both critically and commercially acclaimed and had a lasting cultural impact that’s still discussed today. For each movie, we give you a rough synopsis and then describe the significant themes, the main actors, any notable songs, and its legacy today.

[image: Tip] When you’re ready to watch these films, you can find many of them on streaming platforms, such as Netflix and Amazon Prime.



Sholay: Burning Down the Competition

The 1975 movie Sholay (Embers) is widely regarded as the greatest Bollywood film of all time. The story revolves around two small-time thieves — Veeru, played by Dharmendra, and Jai, played by Amitabh Bachchan — who are hired to capture the notorious outlaw Gabbar Singh. Actresses Hema Malini and Jaya Bhaduri play, respectively, the love interests of Dharmendra and Bachchan, who are shown in Figure 19-1. (You can read more about all these actors in Chapter 4.)
 
[image: Photograph of Dharmendra (left) and Amitabh Bachchan (right), from a scene in Sholay.] Dinodia Photos/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-1: Dharmendra (left) and Amitabh Bachchan (right), from a scene in Sholay. 


Sholay features a mix of action, romance, and comedy. Given its genre-pushing plot, early critics rated the movie harshly because they felt that some of the featured themes were excessive — specifically, the use of violence. As a result, the film was considered a flop during the first two weeks of its release. The character dialogues and musical score, however, proved to be immensely popular, and movie-goers reversed the fate of Sholay by word of mouth, which led to its tremendous commercial success.

[image: Cultural wisdom] Sholay is solely responsible for turning Amitabh Bachchan into a superstar, and for revolutionizing the antagonist in Hindi films with Singh, played by Amjad Khan, who also become a superstar, thanks to this role. This movie is best known for its character dialogues and scenes (especially Singh’s), which were parodied and highly embedded into Indian pop culture. In 2013, Filmfare magazine named Singh as the greatest Indian villain of all time. As far as the music, here are some notable hits of the film, composed by the legendary R.D. Burman — you can read more about him in Chapter 8: 


	“Yeh Dosti” (This Friendship)

	“Haa Jab Tak Hain Jaan” (Yes, As Long As I Live)

	“Mehbooba Mehbooba” (Girlfriend, Girlfriend)



The set life and chemistry occurring between the stars was a tabloid’s dream come true and another reason that the movie is quite popular. Numerous gossip publications followed Dhamendra’s attempts to court his future wife, Hema Malini, throughout the film’s shooting. He was eventually successful, and the pair bore six children, three of whom went on to become Bollywood stars: Sunny Deol, Bobby Deol, and Esha Deol. Simultaneously, Bachchan also developed a real-life relationship with his onscreen flame, Jaya Bhaduri. The pair tied the knot in 1973, four months before the beginning of shooting, and delayed production because Jaya became pregnant with their first child, Shweta. By the time the film was released, Jaya was pregnant with their son, future star Abhishek Bachchan (refer to Chapter 5).



Mother India: Flag-Bearing a Country

In the iconic film Mother India, director Mehboob Khan sought to return his home country’s narrative to its rightful owners: his fellow Indian people. This 1957 film, widely considered a cinematic masterpiece, was included in TIME magazine’s list of the Best Bollywood Classics in 2010. The story follows Radha (played by Nargis, which we discuss in Chapter 3) on her journey as a woman and a mother of two boys (played by Sunil Dutt and Rajendra Kumar) who’s governed by a power-hungry moneylender, Lala (played by Kanhaiya Lal). Her husband in the film is played by Raaj Kumar (see them both in Figure 19-2). This nationalistic, feel-good movie also pushed by leaps and bounds the idea of feminism and the independent woman.
 
[image: Photograph of Actress Nargis, with Raaj Kumar, in Mother India.] Moviestore Collection Ltd/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-2: Actress Nargis, with Raaj Kumar, in Mother India. 


A budding romance ensued between actress Nargis and her onscreen son, played by Dutt (refer to Chapter 3). During the movie, Radha (Nargis) runs between burning haystacks in search of her son, Birju, who has hidden among them. The actors performed their own stunts, and on one particularly windy day, the flaming haystacks burned out of control. Nargis was entrapped in a ring of a real-life fire, and Dutt rushed in with a blanket and rescued her. The incident hospitalized Dutt with burns on his face and body, and Nargis helped nurse him back to health. The relationship built from this stunt-gone-wrong ended with the pair falling in love and marrying in March of 1958 five months after the film released in October of 1957. In the film’s best interest, the couple waited to marry to prevent a poor reaction from the public to an onscreen mother-and-son pair marrying in real life shortly after the film’s release.



Amar Akbar Anthony: Marinating in “Masala”

With a superstar-studded ensemble and a compelling plot, Amar Akbar Anthony hit the silver screen in early 1977 and added more themes to the masala film recipe. (Masala films are movies that combine a number of different genres into one entertaining movie). With colorful performances, memorable dialogues, and a wildly popular soundtrack, the film is a staple of every Bollywood enthusiast’s movie collection. The plot follows the struggle, and quest for revenge, of Kishanlal (played by Pran Sikand) against his ungrateful crime boss, Robert (played by Jeevan).

Through a series of unfortunate events, Kishanlal’s sons are adopted by families of varying religious backgrounds — a Hindu policeman, a Muslim tailor, and a Christian minister. Each child assumes his new family’s religion and is named accordingly: The eldest son becomes a police inspector named Amar Khanna; the middle child owns a liquor bar and is named Anthony Gonsalves; and the youngest becomes a qawwali singer (to read more about qawwali, refer to Chapter 9) and is named Akbar Ilahabadi. The family reunites as the plot unfolds, with the brothers learning their mother is still alive and then avenging their father by taking down Robert and his henchmen.

Bachchan’s performance as Anthony Gonsalves outshines that of his costars. The character is named after popular composer (and mentor of one of the film’s musical directors) Pyarelal Sharma. Immortalized as an iconic character in Bollywood cinema, he was most popular for his self-titled song, “My Name Is Anthony Gonsalves,” and his memorable dialogues, such as the advice he bestows on himself in a mirror after getting drunk and beaten up by his nemesis, Zebisco (Yusuf Khan).



Dil Chahta Hai: The First Coming of Age

At the turn of the millennium, Bollywood had long since shifted away from action-packed machismo films and started catering movies to the more whimsical, hopeless-romantic archetypes. In line with this genre, Farhan Akhtar, the son of Javed Akhtar, made his directorial debut in this coming-of-age movie, a first in Bollywood. The movie follows the friendship of the three childhood besties Akash (Aamir Khan), Sameer (Saif Ali Khan), and Sid (Akshaye Khanna) as they navigate life after college and together encounter love, heartbreak, and adulthood (Figure 19-3 shows the cast of Dil Chahta Hai (The Heart Wants), at a news conference for the film’s premiere in 2001). The film also stars Preity Zinta, Dimple Kapadia, and Sonali Kulkarni. (We discuss many of these actors in Chapter 5.)

The critically acclaimed Dil Chahta Hai nabbed the award for Best Hindi Feature Film at the 2001 National Film Awards and was the Critics’ Award for Best Film at the Filmfare Awards the same year. The film was especially popular with the younger demographic not only throughout India but also in diasporic communities throughout the world (check out Chapter 13). Fans felt that the movie was a realistic and down-to-earth depiction of the struggles young people face in their formative adult years and was a nice change of pace from the more grander themes that Bollywood typically puts forward. Technically speaking, Dil Chahta Hai forged its reputation for having fresh and quick-witted dialogue that caught the attention of critics. Music director Shankar Ehsaan Loy topped off the movie with a phenomenal soundtrack to match, and won the award for Best Music Director four times that year — at Filmfare, International Indian Film Academy Awards (IIFA), Zee Cine, and Screen — we describe all in Chapter 15.

[image: Photograph of From left to right: Sonali Kulkarni, Akshaye Khanna, Preity Zinta, and Aamir Khan.] REUTERS/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-3: From left to right: Sonali Kulkarni, Akshaye Khanna, Preity Zinta, and Aamir Khan. 




Hum Aapke Hain Koun …! Topping the Charts

Sholay was the reigning all-time highest-grossing movie until Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! (Who Am I to You… !) debuted in 1994. The 1990s shifted viewers away from the action-packed masala films and toward contemporary romance. Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! is a fun-filled family event that reinstated family values, romance, and the celebration of Indian weddings.

Salman Khan and Madhuri Dixit (we tell you more about their start in Chapter 5) had worked together in several films before Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! and were quickly stealing the hearts of the nation’s viewers with films such as Saajan (Beloved) and Dil Tera Aashiq (Heart Is Your Lover). Unlike those movies, Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! started a trend in Indian cinema by centering the plot around weddings and family drama.

The plot centers around family ties and the highs and lows of marriage, and especially highlights Indian weddings, with a soundtrack to match. The soundtrack to Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! went on to become a cultural juggernaut, and to this day is a staple of South Asian wedding playlists. Here are some of those hits: 


	“Joote Do Paise Lo” (Give the Shoes, Take the Money)

	“Didi Tera Dewar Deewana” (Sister, Your Brother-in-Law Is Crazy)

	“Maye Ni Maye” (Mother, Oh, Mother)

	“Pehla Pehla Pyaar” (It’s My First Love)





Lagaan: Vying for the Oscars

This 225-minute-long spectacle will have you fully immersed in the compelling story revolving around Bhuvan (Aamir Khan) rallying his village against British occupiers in a game of cricket in order to repeal a land tax (see him in Figure 19-4). Directed by Ashutosh Gowariker, this film — the flagship and debut film from Aamir Khan Productions — features newcomer Gracy Singh as well as British actors Rachel Shelly and Paul Blackthorne. The film was wildly successful, due largely in part to its feel-good nationalistic storyline as well as its incorporation of the age-old tale of the underdog overcoming the odds, which moved audiences worldwide.
 
[image: Photograph of Aamir Khan in Lagaan.] RGR Collection/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-4: Aamir Khan in Lagaan. 


The storyline of Lagaan (Taxation) steers away from the typical Bollywood style of revolving the plotline around romance. The David-versus-Goliath theme as a result resonated with international audiences, catching the eye of even critics in the United States. (We tell you more about the global impact of Lagaan in Chapter 13.) Lagaan went on to become the third Bollywood film in history nominated for the Best Foreign Language Film award at the 2002 Academy Awards. When it came to the awards back home, Lagaan dominated by winning eight Filmfare Awards, eight National Awards, and nine IIFA Awards.



Bombay: So Good That We Must Dub

Unlike other entries on this list, Bombay was originally a Kollywood-produced film, a Tamil-based film industry (see Chapter 17) set in Chennai, Tamil-Nadu, India. Not only is Bombay considered to have one of the best-ever movie soundtracks, courtesy of composer A.R. Rahman, but the movie’s message of union is also incredibly potent because it depicted the turmoil between protesting Muslims and Hindu nationalists — better known as the Bombay Riots of 1992. The movie became a huge success and won two critics’ awards at the Hindi Filmfare Awards and four awards at the Filmfare Awards South.

The film portrays Shekhar (Tamil actor Arvind Swami), a Hindu boy who falls in love with Shaila (Manisha Koirala), a Muslim girl. Shekhar proposes his interest in Shaila to her father, Basheer (a Tamil actor named Kitty), who forcefully refuses. As a result, Shekhar and Shaila leave for Bombay, where they marry and conceive twin boys. The pair instill both Hindu and Muslim values in their children. As they encounter the Bombay riots of December 1992, the family struggles to survive, summoning a visit from the parents of both Shekhar and Shaila. Both Hindu and Muslim families are forced to live together and keep one another safe from danger. The film culminates in a powerfully moving scene, where the protagonists and religious leaders stand together, holding hands in unison as they successfully stop a riot.



Gully Boy: Hip-Hop Hooray

We now direct your attention to 2019 and director Zoya Akhtar’s monster smash hit Gully Boy (Alley Boy). This one-of-a-kind movie showcases and highlights Mumbai’s newer-yet-popular underground rap scene, following the journey of Murad (Ranveer Singh) and his rise in the hip-hop ranks under his stage name, Gully Boy. The film also stars Alia Bhatt as Murad’s love interest, Safeena (Figure 19-5 shows both at the trailer launch of Gully Boy in 2019), as well as the rock-star-like debut of Siddhant Chaturvedi, who plays the role of Murad’s mentor, MC Sher (Lion). American rapper and hip-hop legend Nas is billed as the film’s executive producer. (We tell you more about Singh and Bhatt’s start in the industry in Chapter 6.)
 
[image: Photograph of Alia Bhatt and Ranveer Singh.] ZUMA Press, Inc./Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-5: Alia Bhatt and Ranveer Singh. 


Gully Boy was a critical darling and was commercially acclaimed for showcasing youthful, spunky, and marginalized characters perfecting their artistry in the music style most parallel to them. Gully Boy does an astounding job of not only expanding on hip-hop’s cultural history but also giving a platform to India’s own underground scene and highlighting actual rap artists, like Divine and Naezy.

As you can probably already imagine, the film’s soundtrack was astoundingly popular and highly original. Here’s a list of other popular hits from the movie: 


	“Doori” (Distance)

	“Sher Aaya Sher” (A Lion Is Coming)

	“Mere Gully Mein” (In My Alley)

	“Kab Se Kab Tak” (Until When)





Mughal-E-Azam: India’s Prince Charming

The 1960s were the latter part of Bollywood’s golden age, and no movie was more popular than Mughal-E-Azam (The Great Mughal). It’s a tale about Prince Saleem (Dilip Kumar) and his adoration of court dancer Anarkali (actress Madhubala, shown with him in the movie still in Figure 19-6), much to the disapproval of his father, Emperor Akbar (Prithviraj Kapoor) (refer to Chapter 3). The feud between father and son in this film leads to a war and the imprisonment of Anarkali. This 16th century period piece, which also has a popular musical score, is widely regarded as one of the most iconic Bollywood movies of all time.
 
[image: Photograph of Madhubala and Dilip Kumar.] Sterling Investment Corporation/Alamy Stock Photo
FIGURE 19-6: Madhubala and Dilip Kumar. 


The film was based on the 1922 play Anarkali written by the Urdu poet and dramatist Syed Imtiaz Ali Taj. Though the characters and plot depicted in Mughal-E-Azam were based on real people and events, the poem and movie definitely add some embellishments and changes. The movie was revered for its depiction of a “casteless” love story (in this case, between a courtesan and a prince), religious tolerance between Muslims and Hindus, and technically for its highly sophisticated and poetic dialogues. The movie has withstood the test of time and even inspired these modern movies: 


	Jodhaa Akbar

	Bajirao Mastani

	Padmaavat



Mughal-E-Azam won Best Picture in both the Filmfare Awards and National Film Awards (both described in Chapter 15). Given the film’s immense popularity and critical acclaim, it was re-released in color on November 12, 2004.



Munna Bhai M.B.B.S.: Faking It ’til We Make It!

This comedy, starring Sanjay Dutt, was the first installment of the Munna Bhai series, was a mega-blockbuster, and viewers far and wide heavily favored it. The story follows Dutt’s character, Munna Bhai (an adoring way of calling someone a brother), a lovable don of the underworld, and his attempt to pretend to be what his father had wanted him to be — a doctor. His father, Shri Prasad (played by his real-life father, Sunil Dutt), sees his dream shattered in front of him on several accounts, leading to several comedic sequences.

The film touches on not only the popular desire parents have for their progeny to work in lucrative professions but also the inflicted pressure to succeed. Though Munna is attending medical school to exact revenge on Asthana for outing him in front of his disappointed father, his charm and wit are infectious to not only his classmates but also his patients.

Munna Bhai M.B.B.S. (also a play on the Indian medical degree of the same initials, that stands for Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery) won four Filmfare and IIFA awards, and one National Film Award. The second installment in the franchise, Lage Raho Munna Bhai (Keep at It, Munna Bro!), was released in 2006, and there were talks of a third installment rumored to be released in 2022.


          


Chapter 21

Ten Bollywood Actors Who Transitioned to Hollywood


IN THIS CHAPTER

[image: check] Seeing Bollywood stars in Hollywood

[image: check] Examining what made those stars world-class performers



Although the formula for creating a successful Bollywood movie may be quite different from the one required for Hollywood, including different storylines, genres, and production styles, the two industries are connected in their desire for actors who have years of training under their belts. Bollywood requires a mastery of a particular discipline, but that doesn’t mean that these actors can’t dabble to films of other places. So, what about Hollywood?

Well, it has happened — and multiple times! In this chapter, we discuss Bollywood stars who have immersed themselves in the American mainstream throughout history. You may even recognize some of these stars on the list, from either seeing their blockbuster Hollywood films or reading about their Bollywood careers in this book. You may not even have an idea that they have made their way to Hollywood. We list them here in alphabetical order by last name.



Amitabh Bachchan

Amitabh Bachchan is one of the most popular actors (if not the most popular actor) in the history of Bollywood. (Refer to Chapter 4 for more on him.) Bachchan is a bona fide superstar of Bollywood — he dominated the Bollywood box office in the 1970s and 1980s before taking a short hiatus in the ’90s and ultimately making a comeback in the 2000s.

Bachchan’s debut in Hollywood included a small part in Baz Luhrmann’s The Great Gatsby in 2013. In a scene alongside Leonardo DiCaprio and Tobey Maguire, Bachchan played the role of a gambler and close acquaintance of Jay Gatsby’s. In interviews, Bachchan contends that he still hasn’t made his Hollywood debut and that his role in The Great Gatsby was instead “just a friendly gesture.”



Aishwarya Rai Bachchan

Amitabh Bachchan’s daughter-in-law, Aishwarya Rai Bachchan, is no stranger to Hollywood, either. (Check out Chapter 2 for more about the Bachchan family.) Nicknamed Ash, Rai quickly won the approval of audiences and critics alike in the 1999 films Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I Have Given My Heart Away, Darling) and Taal (Rhythm), the 2000 movie Mohabbatein (Love Stories), and the 2002 movie Devdas.

Then in 2004, Rai began dabbling outside of Bollywood. She played the role of Lalita Bakshi in the 2004 film Bride and Prejudice, which was loosely based on the 1813 Jane Austen novel Pride and Prejudice. She later made an appearance on Late Show with David Letterman to promote the movie. Her interview with the late-night legend quickly went viral among Bollywood fans as the chat showcased Rai’s quick wit and charm. Following her success from Bride and Prejudice, Rai went on to work in the British Film Provoked in 2006 and then co-starred in 2009 with Steve Martin in The Pink Panther 2.



Priyanka Chopra

One of the more recent successful and famous transitions was none other than Priyanka Chopra. Before her Bollywood career began, Chopra made a name for herself by competing in several beauty pageants, which culminated in her crowning as Miss World in 2000. As a result, she began to take on multiple film roles and quickly gained the nation's admiration with a number of hits (refer to Chapter 5).

After donning the new nickname Piggy Chops, Chopra continued to excel in critically acclaimed Bollywood roles, in films such as the 2008 Fashion, the 2012 Agneepath (Path of Fire), and the 2012 Barfi. Perhaps you can say that Chopra had reached a crossroads in her career and then decided to make a splash in Hollywood, starting with her music career. Her first collaboration was with American rapper will.i.am., on her song “In My City,” which was the intro theme of NFL Thursday Night Football during the 2012 season. She later created the video “Exotic” with the help of singer-songwriter Pitbull. As Chopra continued making connections within Hollywood, she continued starring in 2015 hit Bollywood films, such as Dil Dhadakne Dho (Let the Heart Beat) and Bajirao Mastani.

After finding musical success in the States, Chopra then jumped into American television on the hit ABC Show Quantico, playing the role of Alex Parrish. Slowly, Chopra mingled more and more with Hollywood’s elite, which not only helped her acting career but also made her a tabloid darling — she and Nick Jonas married in December 2018. Chopra has continued acting in Hollywood, including roles in the films Baywatch and Isn’t It Romantic.



Anil Kapoor

Another Bollywood star laid familiar groundwork — none other than the ever-so-loveable, and seemingly age-defying, Anil Kapoor. Kapoor began his Bollywood career in the 1980s (refer to Chapter 4) and starred in many blockbusters, such as 1987’s Mr. India, Beta, Judaai, Taal (Rhythm), and Race, and alongside Priyanka Chopra herself in 2015 in Dil Dhadakne Dho.

After proving to be a mainstay of the Bollywood industry for more than two decades, Kapoor set his sights on his first international feature with Danny Boyle’s Oscar-winning film Slumdog Millionaire, playing the role of Prem Kumar, the game-show host of India’s fictional version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Kapoor was admired for his performance and, as a result, started appearing on several American talk shows and mingling with Hollywood’s elite. Ultimately, his role in Slumdog Millionaire allowed him to land the role of Omar Hassan, the president of the fictional country of Kamistan, in the eighth season of the FOX hit series 24, which was met with rave reviews. Kapoor also got in touch with his comedic side and went on to voice himself, in his reprised role from Slumdog Millionaire, in a 2016 episode of Family Guy.



Shashi Kapoor

Shashi Kapoor’s commanding presence was a force to be reckoned with throughout the 1960s and 1970s — even while sharing the screen with some of the all-time Bollywood greats. The famed youngest son of Prithviraj Kapoor, a pioneer of Indian theatre, Kapoor had married Jennifer Kendal, the English stage manager of Prithvi Theatre, and the pair acted together in several movies produced by Merchant Ivory Productions. For a refresher on Kapoor, check out the section in Chapter 4.

Kapoor, who has a resounding history starring in English films, was known to be Bollywood’s first international star. He had roles in films such as Shakespeare Wallah, Bombay Talkie, The Householder, A Matter of Innocence, and The Deceivers. When Kapoor passed away in 2017, he was mourned by not only Bollywood but also Hollywood.



Irrfan Khan

The late, legendary Irrfan Khan made a name for himself in Bollywood for always going against the grain in selecting his movies. His debut came in 1988 with the Oscar-nominated Salaam Bombay!, and he went on to work on critically acclaimed films, in breakout roles such as Haasil (Achieved) and Maqbool (Favorite).

Khan’s legacy of taking on unique roles continued as he began acting outside Bollywood. He gained international exposure with his 2006 performance in The Namesake, playing the father of Nikhil (Hollywood actor Kal Penn). Perhaps Khan’s willingness, unlike most actors in Bollywood, to immerse himself in genres that were grounded in realism allowed him to easily transition and find success in English-speaking films. In 2008, Khan was featured in New York, I Love You, which featured an all-star cast, including the likes of Hollywood stars Natalie Portman, Bradley Cooper, Shia LaBeouf, and Orlando Bloom. In that same year, Khan truly made his presence felt with his performance as a corrupt policeman in Slumdog Millionaire, which won Best Picture at the 2009 Academy Awards.

Khan continued making movies overseas in Bollywood, with hits like the Billu Barber, Lunchbox, Haider, and Piku, but at the same was dominating Hollywood with blockbusters. Here are some of those hits: 


	The Life of Pi

	The Amazing Spider-Man

	Jurassic World

	The Jungle Book



Given that Khan was a regular in not only Hollywood hits but also Bollywood, to this day he is regarded as a powerfully compelling actor who can do a great deal of storytelling using only his eyes. Unfortunately, Khan passed away in 2020 from a neuroendocrine tumor. His legacy was fondly reflected on by celebrities across the world.



Anupam Kher

From as early as 1984, Anupam Kher has sustained a long and illustrious career in Bollywood as a result of his well-known comedic roles. Racking up eight Filmfare Awards and two National Film Awards (see Chapter 15), Kher has starred in Bollywood hits such as the 1994 Hum Aapke Hain Koun … ! (What Am I to You … !), Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (The Big-Hearted Will Take the Bride), Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (Something Happens), Kaho Naa … Pyaar Hai (Say … That It’s Love), and Veer-Zaara.

At the turn of the millennium, Kher started dabbling internationally with his first film, in 2002, outside of India, in Bend It Like Beckham. He proceeded to work on other English and American films, such as Bride and Prejudice and the Oscar-nominated Silver Linings Playbook. His most notable role was in Kumail Nanjiani’s 2017 flick The Big Sick, where Kher played the role of the protagonist’s father, Azmat. Over the course of his career, Kher has been featured in more than 500 films worldwide. Though he doesn’t appear now in as many films as he once did, he still works on films to this day.



Deepika Padukone

Known now as the reigning queen of Bollywood, Deepika Padukone is still an unstoppable force in Bollywood. From her 2007 memorable debut in Om Shanti Om to her powerful portrayal of an acid attack survivor in Chhapaak (Splash), Padukone has seemingly done it all in her career. For a deep dive into her career, check out Chapter 6.

In 2017, Padukone made her way to the American silver screen by starring opposite Vin Diesel in XXX: Return of Xander Cage, making this her official Hollywood debut. Even though the movie received disappointing reviews, Padukone fans nonetheless thought her performance was a breath of a fresh air in a movie that, unfortunately, couldn’t hold up its end of the deal. The role also led to many interviews, including on Access Hollywood and The Ellen DeGeneres Show.



Amrish Puri

One of the more recognized faces (and eyes, even more so) in Bollywood history is the late, great Amrish Puri. Puri started acting at the Prithvi Theatre and later transitioned to film around the age of 40. Puri made a career out of playing villains and intimidating father figures in Bollywood, thanks largely in part to his trademark eyes. Since the 1970s, Puri used his infamous glare to either instill fear or provide comedic relief to audiences worldwide. He starred in mostly certified hits and blockbusters playing the aforementioned roles, but perhaps his most iconic role was Mogambo in Mr. India. His line “Mogambo, khush hua” (“Mogambo is happy”), one of the most famous lines in Bollywood history, is still referred to in pop culture.

Thanks to his menacing look, and perhaps a catalyst to his future role as Mogambo, Puri was cast as Mola Ram alongside Harrison Ford in Steven Spielberg’s Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, marking his Hollywood debut. The same menacing expression that made him famous in India was also what helped him garner rave reviews in his first American film. Sadly, Puri passed away in 2005. Given that he was a part of numerous iconic and hit films, Puri is still remembered fondly and is much beloved by members of several film industries within India and overseas.



Naseeruddin Shah

Despite having a successful career in Bollywood and India, Naseeruddin Shah may be one of the more underrated actors in history. He was similar to Irrfan Khan in the sense that Shah’s legacy and style were more understated, especially, in retrospect, in comparison to the rest of Bollywood’s more vivacious nature. Shah has won three National Film Awards as well as three Filmfare Awards, and has been a part of critical darlings as well as blockbuster hits, including Masoom (Innocent), Karma, Mohra (Pawn), Maqbool (Favorite), and Krrish.

Shah started with the Merchant Ivory Productions title The Perfect Murder in 1988. In 2003, he played the role of Captain Nemo, opposite the star power of Sean Connery in The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen. Two years later Shah starred in The Great New Wonderful as Avi, alongside Maggie Gyllenhaal and Jim Gaffigan. He then followed up with the role of Akbar in Aasif Mandvi’s independent comedy Today’s Special in 2009.
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