FURTHER READING

Deep Focus: Reflections on Cinema

By Satyaijit Ray, HarperCollins India,
171pp, Rs 450, ISBN 9789350291351

In tandem with hisfilmmaking career,
Satyajit Ray (1921-92) wasalso awriter.
Hisfiction in Bengali wascommercially
successful, especially aseriesof novellas
about an Indian detectiveduo loosely
based on Holmesand Watson, two of
which headapted into films(TheGalden
Fortress 1974, and TheHephant Gad,
1978). Hisoccasional articlesin both
Bengali and English on theart and craft
of cinemaareamongthemost
articulate, unpretentiousand enjoyable
written by any film director —on apar
with the autobiography of hisfriend
and admirer Kurosawa.

Oneof thebest of thesearticles
—'ALong Timeon theLittle Road’, about
thetrialsandtribulationsof making
Pather Ranchali (1955) —appeared in
Sght & Soundin 1957 and wasreprinted,
alongwith two dozen others,in a1976
collection of Ray’swritings, Our Films
Ther Films Another, ‘Under Western
Eyes' —possibly Ray’sfinest articleever,
about distorted European and American
perceptionsof Indian culture,including
Indian cinema—appearedin S&Sin
1982. It’scollected for thefirst timein
Degp Focus which bringstogether most
of Ray’sremaining English articles
under theeditorship of hisson Sandip
Ray (also afilmmaker), with aforeword
by thedirector Shyam Benegal.

Many of thesearticleswereburied
in Indian newspapers, magazinesand
journals,andit’sgood to seethem
disinterred. Thebook’sadditional
attractionsincludestillsfrom thefilms,
plussomeof Ray’sown photographs,
film posterscreated by thedirector,
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“A scorn for mediocrity”: Satyaijit Ray was an acute commentator on the craft of film

witty caricaturesfrom hispen—and a
few striking photosof Ray at work by
thedocumentary filmmaker BD. Garga.
Thereare, however,two puzzling
omissions: ‘My Life, My Work’, afive-
part lecture Ray gavein 1982, and
‘Ordealsof the Alien’, hissardonic
account of thefateof hiscelebrated
sciencefiction screenplay in Hollywood
inthelate 1960s.

The22 piecesrangein length from
thesubstantial tothedight,andin
subject from thecraft of filmmakingto
thedubiouspleasuresof sittingon a
Soviet film-festival jury;therearealso
personal responsesto fellow directors
such asChaplin (with awonderful
sketch by Ray), Godard and Bergman

(with athoughtful photo-portrait by
Ray). Every piece, however short, offers
rewards. Many aredelicioudly ironic,
somewhat in themanner of Ray’sfilm
Daysand Nightsin theforest (1970).

My own favourites (gpart from
‘Under Western Eyes)) areawistful piece
from 1980 about thevanished silent
cinemaheritageof Bengal,and a
trenchant lecturegiven at India’sfirst
film school in Punein 1974. Theformer
beginswith achildhood memory of a
Calcuttaunclewho took thenineyear-
old Ray to seethefirst bhnny
Weissmuller Tarzan film. All the seats
weretaken, sothedismayed nephew
wastaken instead to aBengali silent,
TheDoomed Marriage(Kaal Rarinaya,
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1930) —which unfortunately turned out
tobean “early exampleof Indian soft
porn”, asan amused Ray writes. “The
hero andtheheroine—or wasit the
Vamp?—newly married, werein bed,
and aclose-up showed thewoman’sleg
rubbingagainst theman’s” Theyoung
Satyajit, curiousand precociously
dedicated tothecinema, greeted his
uncle’surgent and periodic“let’sgo
home” with “stony silence”.

Regarding India'smassive popular
cinema—whether madein Bombay,
Calcuttaor Madras—Ray in hisPune
Institutelecturecommentsbluntly that
“in our country at least, filmshavebeen
madewith virtually no contribution
from thedirector, or at least nothing
of apositivenature. Hedoesnothing
becauseheknowsnothing.” Ray then
advisestheaspiring filmmakers: “If you
aretruly gifted, you will sooner or later
createyour own market. If not,and you
still want to stay in business, theonly
rulesyou would haveto follow would
betherulesof compromise.”

Ray wascertainly contemptuousof
most of Indian popular cinema, apart
from someof theinnovative songs
—too contemptuous, thinksBenegal,
who commentsthat Ray’sattitudewas
“somewhat elitist”. AsRay’sbiographer,
| often encountered hostility tohim
among Indian filmmakers, which
persistseven two decades after his
death. Yet —astheintelligence, subtlety
and cosmopolitanism on display in
Degp Foausdemonstrate—without such
ascorn for crowd-pleasing mediocrity,
Pather Ranchali and Ray’sother
masterpiecesof world cinemacould
never havecomeinto existence.
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New Argentine Cinema

By Jens Andermann, |.B.Tauris,
232pp, £16.99, ISBN 9781848854635

Accordingto Cannes Festival Director
Thierry Frémaux, theNew Argentine
Cinema(NAC), which oncepromised so
much, ultimately ‘committed suicide’
by makingfilmsdestined only for the
festival circuit. But you would behard
pushed to gaugethisdemisefrom kns
Andermann’sengaging study of the
varied highsof Argentinefilmmaking
over thepast two decades.

Andermann knowshehasatough
task. Theopening page quotes Gonzalo
Aguilar and bannaPage, authorsof two
acclaimed earlier studiesof thecrop of
independent filmmakerspreoccupied
“with thenational present asatimeof
crisis, often encountered through neo-
realist chroniclesof thesocial and
geographical margins’. Whereas
Aguilar offered abroad overview of the
NAC anditsgenesis,and Pageopted to
position thesefilmswithin the context
of aneoliberal economy that imploded
in 2001, Andermann providesa
discussion that celebratesthemultiple
achievementsof NAC within abroader

filmmaking landscape, encompassing
themorecommercial productsof

Juan bsé Campanella(TheSaxe in Thar
Eyes), activist film and video, and the
political allegoriesof Fernando Solanas
(TheHoeur of theFurnaces —whose model
wasdecisively rejected by thenimble
NAC generation.

Although therearetreatmentshere
of favoured worksby directorssuch as
Raul Ferrone, Martin Rejtman, Pablo
Trapero, Lisandro Alonso and Lucrecia
Martel, Andermann largely eschewsan
auteurist approach. Instead hefocuses
on how thedirectoria brandis
fabricated —with attention paid to
theroleof editors(including Algjo
Moguillansky and Nicol&s Goldbart) in
shapingthe NAC style. Chapterson the
politically charged landscapes (both
urban andrural) of thefilmsare
balanced by treatmentsof stylesof
performance—from theexperience
paraded by LuisMargani’sRuloin
Trapero’s CraneWorld(1999) to Ricardo
Darin’sedgy performativeinvocation
of masculinity under siegein arange
of filmsfrom NineQueans(2000) to
Carancho(2010).
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“Edgy invocation of masculinity”: Ricardo Darin in ‘Carancho’

Andermann isambitiousin hisscope,
finding room for discussionsof popular
religiosity asaform of historical
experience, musical performancein
amedium wherethe sonicfrequently
playssecond fiddleto thevisual,and
narrativemodelswhere shared spaces
arethreatened by an antagonistic
exterior force. New ArgentineCinema

doesn'’t purport to providean overview
of theNew Argentine Cinema—that’s
Aguilar’sterrain —but it does
contextualisetheworksthat slipped
intothisdippery critical category
within abroader (and arguably less
festivalfriendly) cultureof national
film production, criticism and
distribution. ®»¢ Maria M. Delgado
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