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Report   on   Timeless   Cinema  

Introduction  
Timeless  Cinema:  a  panel  discussion  held  by  Center  for  Soft  Power  on  Saturday,  22nd  August,                
5:30-7   pm   IST,   part   of   the   Global   Utsava   of   Indian   Soft   Power.   
 
Inducted  by  CEO  of  Center  for  Soft  Power,  Smt  Vijayalakshmi  Vijayakumar,  the  event  was               
chaired  by  The  Honorable  High  Commissioner  of  India  to  Canada,  Sri  Ajay  Bisaria.  This  was  an                 
opportunity  to  bring  experts  from  different  parts  of  the  Indian  Film  Industry  together  to  discuss                
the   current   scenario   of   Indian   films,   and   evoke   hopes   for   the   future.  
 
The  panel  was  moderated  by  author  and  New  York  Indian  Film  Festival  Director  Aseem               
Chhabra  and  included  luminaries  in  the  field  such  as  Padmashri  actor  Manoj  Bajpai,              
award-winning  natural  film  maker  Amogha  Varsha,  and  Bollywood  for  Lovers  Canadian            
podcasters   Erin   Fraser   and   Matt   Bowes.  
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“Film  as  the  ultimate  art  form”,  synthesizing  theatre  (viz  acting),  books  (viz  writing,  scripting,               
poetry),  paintings  (viz  cinematography),  and  editing  as  its  own  art,  Indian  cinema  brings  out  the                
best  in  all  those  it  touches.  For  decades,  Indian  films  have  dominated  much  of  the  world’s                 
cinema,  especially  in  places  where  films  are  not  produced  heavily:  Indian  film  industry,  in  20+                
regional   languages,   produces   more   than   double   any   other   industry   in   the   world.   
 
The  power  of  this  medium  lies  in  its  soft  power:  in  diplomacy  and  engagement  with  the  world.                  
Indian  films  are  beloved  by  local  people  throughout  the  world:  actors  are  more  well-recognized               
than  diplomats  and  political  leaders  for  decades.  Today,  its  emotionally  connecting  themes,  its              
music  and  dance,  regional  languages,  the  art  and  crafts  of  the  Indian  film-makers  and  their                
teams,  and  the  contemporary,  online  discussions  around  these,  are  making  Indian  cinema  more              
recognized   around   the   world.  

Themes  
While  each  speaker  brought  their  own  perspective  on  India’s  soft  power  through  film,  the  major                
themes   that   came   out   were:   
 

1. Cinematic   Diplomacy  
2. Social   Justice  
3. Audience   
4. Cultural   Awareness  

Discussion   

Cinematic   Diplomacy  
Whether  at  a  film  festival  in  Cannes,  over  vodka  shots  in  a  Russian  bar,  or  at  a  diplomat’s  home                    
in  Pakistan,  the  world  is  eager  to  consume  Indian  films.  This  becomes  a  method  for  breaking                 
the  ice,  creating  bilateral  agreements  to  benefit  nations,  and  even  bringing  enemies  together.  It               
is  important  to  note  that  every  country  and  its  people  may  have  unique  relationships  with  India                 
and   Indian   Cinema.   
 
Cinema  can  thus  be  used  as  a  starting  point  for  building  India’s  soft  power,  bringing  the  world  to                   
recognize  its  leadership  and  strengths  in  Film,  and  developing  diplomatic  relations  for  the  world               
of  films.  When  film  binds  peoples,  countries  have  to  take  the  next  step.  To  point,  India  and                  
Canada  have  developed  a  co-production  treaty  since  2014,  to  bring  together  talents  and              
incentives,   tax   breaks,   and   so   forth.   
 
Cinematic  diplomacy  comes  in  several  forms.  There  are  more  opportunities  for  ethnic  groups              
from  outside  of  India  to  participate  in  Indian  film  industry.  First,  watching  is  easier  now,  due  to                  
online  streaming  outlets  such  as  Netflix  and  Amazon  Prime,  and  also  Hotstar,  etc.  Secondly,               
there  is  more  (proper)  subtitling  in  films  shown  in  theaters  across  the  world  as  well  as  online                  
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streaming,  which  makes  for  greater  connection  because  of  understanding  of  dialogues.  While             
this  is  a  vast  improvement  from  even  5  years  ago,  not  all  regional  languages  are  readily                 
available   around   the   world.   A   recommendation   to   push   these   forward   was   voiced   several   times.  
 
In  addition,  Indian  films  now  offer  acting  and  non-acting  roles  to  non-Indians,  both  when  filming                
abroad  as  well  in  India.  This  allows  people  throughout  the  world  film  industry  to  participate  in  a                  
variety  of  roles,  including  in  acting  on  the  screen.  Further,  film-makers  are  opting  for  destination                
locations  such  as  Canada,  which  is  rapidly  becoming  the  new  Switzerland  of  Indian  film.  A                
two-way  street,  Indians  actors  are  now  more  active  in  non-Indian  films.  Canadian  films  are  being                
shot   in   Indian   locations   such   as   Goa.   
 
Beyond  the  actual  film  is  the  critique  and  analysis.  Canada  proudly  hosts  podcasts  on               
Bollywood,  the  anchors,  who  are  non-diaspora  Canadians  themselves,  encourage  listeners  to            
watch   Indian   regional   language   films   and   other   genres   in   addition   to   Bollywood.   

Social   Justice  
In  addition  to  being  a  bridge-builder  between  India  and  another  nation  and  its  citizens,  today’s                
Indian  cinema  is  increasingly  bringing  awareness  to  global  issues.  On  one  Republic  Day,              
actress  Rani  Mukherji  was  in  Poland  promoting  her  film  Mardani,  and  the  Director  of               
PHotography  was  Arthur  Zarovski,  a  photographer.  The  film  helped  to  bring  out  the  topic  of                
human   trafficking,   which   was   a   major   issue   in   some   parts   of   Europe   at   the   time.   
 
Another  example  is  Amogha  Varsha’s  Wild  Karnataka  film,  which  ran  in  theaters  for  a  record  50                 
days.  Although  a  documentary,  it  was  highly  received,  despite,  perhaps,  initial  hesitation  on  the               
part  of  Distributions  and  Theaters.  This  film  showcased  India  and  specifically  Karnataka  and  the               
importance  of  spreading  awareness  on  conservation  and  environmentalism.  In  fact,  the  media             
plays  a  huge  role  in  spreading  awareness.  Media  was  the  instigator  of  the  plastic  ban  in  India,                  
now  we  need  to  make  cinema  and  media  take  the  next  step.  We  need  to  ensure  all  genres  are                    
available  in  theaters  for  the  masses.  Audience  is  willing  to  consume,  as  long  as  the  content  and                  
craft   is   good,   whether   it   is   within   India   or   anywhere   in   the   world.   

Audience  
Long  thought  to  be  passive  viewers,  the  discussion  highlighted  how  engaged  audiences  are              
throughout  the  world.  Audiences  are  eager  to  watch  Indian  films  of  all  genres,  languages,               
cultures,  and  styles.  They  have  a  keen  way  of  consumption,  discussing  nuances  and              
interpretations  of  acting,  as  well  as  other  behind-the-scenes  aspects.  This  validation  is  key  to               
bringing   more   variety   of   Indian   films   to   the   big   screen   and   to   a   global   audience.  
 
While  Indian  films  are  primarily  created  for  Indians  and  Indian  diasporas,  encouraging  people  of               
all  background  to  engage  in  Indian  film  with  a  critical  eye  provides  better  feedback  and  better                 
cultural  relations  between  nation-states,  ethnicities,  and  cultures.  It  brings  about  a  cultural             
awareness,   and   in   the   case   of   India,   highlights   the   diversity   of   our   nation.  
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Cultural   Awareness  
Decades  ago,  Indian  film  leaders  from  across  the  nation  (including  Bengali,  Malayali,  and  Hindi               
language)  were  being  recognized  globally,  but  we  were  not  aware.  Much  appreciation  goes  to               
the  power  of  technology  and  media  today,  that  allows  viewers  around  the  world  to  see  India  for                  
what  it  is,  in  a  complete  sense.  While  Bollywood  still  dominates  the  big  screen  to  some  extent,                  
there  is  more  world-wide  interest  in  other  genres,  including  regional  films.  This  helps  showcase               
the   entire   nation   and   its   multitude   of   cultures,   landscapes,   and   lifestyles.   

Recommendations  
While  the  panel  as  a  whole  did  not  make  specific  recommendations,  there  were  some               
overarching   thoughts   prevalent:  

1. Indian  Cinema  has  the  power  to  create  new  diplomatic  opportunities.  This  can  be              
capitalized  to  build  relations  with  nations  across  the  globe  and  build  a  love,  respect,  and                
awareness   towards   India   and   its   diverse   cultures,   linguistics,   and   landscapes.   

2. All  genres  of  India  Cinema  should  be  given  opportunities  on  the  big  screen.  This  helps  to                 
raise  awareness  on  social  issues,  and  thus  allows  India  to  be  a  global  transformative               
power   through   this   art.  

3. More  critical  thought  is  required  on  the  finer  aspects  of  film-making  of  all  genres.  India                
can  support  more  podcasts,  blogs,  and  other  such  mediums  to  interpret  and  analyze  the               
craft   and   content   of   films.   
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