CAUGHT ON CANVAS

The hand-painted Hindi film poster is more likely to be found in a museum than on a busy
Over the last decade, this humble and largely extinct form of publicity has turned into a coveted, €

MASTER STROKE

In the late 1980s, the industry adopted the cut-and-paste
method, which combined photographic images from a film
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Ikrishn Laxman Vaidya cannot remember the last
e he painted a poster for a new Hindi film. The
-year-old self-taught hoarding painter who once
Studio Balkrishn and worked with the likes of
noj Kumar and Nasir Hussain, is now reduced
recreating posters of classic Hindi movies —
Mughal-e-Azanor Mother Indiaperhaps — for
the occasional collector who drops by his tiny suburban stu-
dio in Mumbai. Sometime in the early 1990s, digital technolo-
gy rendered Vaidya’'s occupation obsolete. “Once upon a time
there were 30 to 40 men working under me,” he says ruefully,
“those men are now watchmen or drivers. All that is left are
the memories.”

Ironically, Vaidya’s skills are more in demand abroad.

Art galleries and museums in Europe and Australia have
invited him to give live demonstrations of ‘Bollywood Art’. In
2002, the prestigious Victoria & Albert Museum in London
held a landmark exhibition called ‘Cinema India: The Art of
Bollywood’, which displayed Hindi film publicity from the
1940s onward. Vaidya also gave an onsite demonstration of
how hoardings are painted.

The humble Bollywood film poster has undergone a trans-
formation over the past ten years. It is now framed and hung
on the walls of designer drawing rooms and is considered a
collector’s item. Posters which were once traded for a few
hundred rupees in dingy shops are now displayed at swanky
stores with hefty price tags. At an Osian’s auction in 2002, an
original poster from the Dev Anand classgulide sold for
Rs 1.8 lakh. While this is low compared to Hollywood posters
which have even crossed Rs 40 lakh, it created a new bench-
mark for Hindi cinema.

Since then, the artistic and financial value attached to the
Hindi film poster has only
got amplified. Film schol-
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with painting. This was phased out after 1992, when leading
publicity designer Rahul Nanda brought in digital technology,
which eventually ended the old-school publicity design.

Through the 1990s, the hand-painted poster disappeared
from the streets of India. Even regional flmmakers opted for
the more flashy digital design. A few obsessive collectors like
Ausaja continued to hunt and hoard these posters but larger
film-watching audiences barely noticed their departure.
They became a footnote in Bollywood history. This scenario
was turned on its head by the entry of Osian’s, an art and
cultural institution created by Neville Tuli in 2000. Tuli, who
was born and educated in London, grew up with an
over-riding passion for Hindi cinema. “Like most Indians
living abroad, | was a Hindi film addict,” he says, “film songs
were an emotional link.”

Tuli describes Osian’s as an infrastructure for art, culture
and education, with cinema playing a vital role. Critically, Tuli
did not differentiate between fine art and popular art and
placedGuideon the same platform as Gaitonde. He says: “I
think it's unethical to have divides. Of course, there are
fundamental differences, but each one of us has to discover
those for ourselves. You should create the right atmosphere so
no one gets intimidated.” Osian’s started to source hand-
painted posters from individual collectors — among the
biggest hauls was the collection of Hussainibhai Bookletwalla,
which included 18,000 song booklets and was bought for
approximately Rs 10 lakh. After that purchase, Tuli says,
collectors sourced Osian’s. “We didn’t have to go anywhere
and | never bargained for anything.” Today, the Osian’s
archive includes 19,500 posters. Each one is painstakingly
first de-acidified and then preserved with alkaline neutraliser
and hand-made Nepali paper.

Osian’s played a critical role in bestowing the status of art
on the hand-painted poster. The Hindi film industry has little
sense of history or preservation — Ausaja says sometimes

Diwarkares signature technique was overpainting with a kry@dﬁem B8k him for posters of their own films. Osian’s,
first used Waqg¢1965). Through the 1970s, Diwakares distingify@h has the world’s largest archive for cinema, created
brush strokes emphasised Bachchanes brooding looks ancyfiglRgfkss and a market but Tuli has his share of detractors.
establish his «angry young mane image. Bollywood's bigges§lsigk-organisation should control the ‘artistic aura’ of a
ers, from Yash Chopra to Raj Kapoor, were clients of the Sigh9-produced object,” says Mazumdar. “Osian’s was a game
Diwakar. The designer recaliatpatirShivam Supiapoor  changer but it monopolised the market by using a battery of
didn't even ask to see the designs. He trusted Diwakar so @Wg@.q{ Reunfortunate that such a democratic form and
instructed him to send the designs directly to print. For yeajgaiyi@késn of popular culture should be under the control
was the highest paid designer in the film inddaay ,, after only of powerful art institutions and galleries.”
became a hit, Diwakar raised his price to Rs 30,000 for pUb”QiR‘z'cording to Tuli, the highest selling Hindi film posters,
design and took as much as Rs 50,000 for Maraotian Deggiar, have beeSangamand the Russian version of
However, Diwakar opted for retirement when cut-and-past&abnisviaita, which sold for Rs 2.5 lakh each. Mazumdar
vogue in the 1980s. *There was no creativity in it,Z he saygoii¢sdogistiiat not even a fraction of the substantial money
approve of digital design either. *These are not artists,Z Dibeikgraigsior posters is going back to the original creators.
*None of them has learnWhen Diwakar heard that his designs were fetching handsome
art. They are all merely prices, he consulted a lawyer. But since no contracts were ever
doing a mechanical job.&igned between the designer and his producers, Diwakar has
Diwakar, who lives in  no copyright over his work. Tuli maintains that, “it is not the
Pune, says he doesn't job of the secondary market collectors to pay the original
miss the industry at all. artist, whatever the type of market”.
«If you are not there, you While money may not trickle back to the artists, they are
are forgotten,Z he says finally getting long-overdue recognition. In 2007, Diwakar
stoically, I believe that Iand colleague D R Bhosle were felicitated at the Osian’s
helped to establish YashCinefan Film Festival. In fact, the hand-painted poster is
Chopra but when they being revived in altered forms with artists using poster art on
had a function to cele- objects as varied as matchboxes and shoes. In Delhi, fashion
brate the 25th anniver- designer Nida Mahmood’s New India Bioscope Co works with
sary of Yash Raj Films, a team of hoarding painters to create products with poster art.
they didn't even invite Mahmood isn't picking specific posters. She is, she says,
me. So | don't regret  “putting the essence of movie into a new India kitsch canvas”.
losing touch." So, in one form or another, the lush images and vibrant
brush-strokes of Hindi cinema’s hand-painted posters endure.

ars, museums, art galleries
and film festivals have

stoked the nostalgia for the
hand-painted poster and
established its importance in
the narrative of popular

Indian culture. In October

last year, Om Books released
a lavish, coffee-table tome
titted Bollywood in Posters
The book encapsulates the
history of the film industry through nearly 300 pages of posters
which begins withAlam Arain 1931 and concludes witfod-
haa-Akbarin 2008. The posters were sourced from the per-
sonal archives of author S M M Ausaja, who has been collec
ing since 1981 and owns over 5,000 posters. “No matter hov
visually beautiful you make the digital design,” Ausaja says,
“it can never replace the brush stroke. That was art. This is
the equivalent of fast food.”

How did the film poster evolve from street art to high art?
According toThe Bombay Film Postera paper written by film
scholar Ranjani Mazumdar, the earliest surviving Hindi film
poster is that of the 1924 filniKalyan Khajina. It was
designed and painted by the director Baburao Painter himself
These posters were hand-painted from photographs provided
by the producer and then reproduced on paper. The size of ai
actor’s face on the poster directly reflected his prominence
and stardom. Diwakar Karkare, who dominated poster design
for almost three decaddgsee box)recalls a leading villain
offering a bribe of Rs 25,000 to make his face bigger. Since
there was no television advertising, the hand-painted poster
remained the dominant form of movie publicity for decades.

Posters, which were once traded for
a few hundred rupees in dingy shops
are now displayed at swanky stores
with hefty price tags. At an auction
in 2002, an original poster from the
Dev Anand classic Guide sold for a
whopping Rs 1.8 lakh




