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India at the Movies 

Course Plan 

 

If you have not lived or traveled in India, the pictures in your mind of that country and its 

people probably come from the movies – lots of movies. We examine techniques and themes 

common to movies made in and about India. At each session we view and discuss excerpts from 

some of the films listed below. 

 

Session 1 Hollywood in India 

Hollywood films may be set in India, but they usually portray the lives and concerns 

of the western characters, not the Indians. Indians may be portrayed by American or 

European actors. 

Flame over India (1959). Adventure in 1905 in India’s Northwest Frontier. Stars Lauren Bacall. 

Gunga Din (1939). Three British soldiers tangle with the Thugees who are sabotaging the 

telegraph. Stars Cary Grant and Joan Fontaine. 

Kim (1950). An English boy has adventures in India in the late 19th century. Based on the 1901 

novel by Rudyard Kipling. 

The Lives of a Bengal Lancer (1935). British soldiers stamp out an insurrection on India’s 

northwest frontier. Stars Gary Cooper 

The River (1951). Two teen-age girls in India have a crush on a World War II veteran. Based on 

the novel by Rumer Godden. 

 

Session 2 Indian Art Films: Satyajit Ray 

Satyajit Ray established an international reputation by writing and directing Indian art 

films. 

The Chess Players (1977). Two noblemen continue to play chess during a time of change and 

danger. 

The Home and the World (1984). A young married woman is attracted to her husband’s friend 

and his political causes. 

The Music Room (1958). An aging and aristocratic land owner refuses to adjust to changing 

times. He clings to the past and spends his last money to give a concert in his music room. 

Two Daughters (1961). Two films by Satyahit Ray adapted from stories by Rabindranath Tagore. 

The Conclusion. A young man returns to his village and makes an ill-advised marriage. 

The Postmaster. A young man takes a job in a rural post office and befriends a lonely young 

girl. 

The World of Apu. A film trilogy by Satyahit Ray. The life and struggles of young Apu, as he seeks 

an education, makes his way in the world, marries, loses his wife and raises his son. 

Pather Panchali [The Song of the Road] (1955) 
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Aparajito (1957) 

The World of Apu (1959) 

 

Session 3 Bollywood in India 

Bollywood (Bombay + Hollywood) films are made in India with Indian actors and 

using many of the techniques of Hollywood musicals: long sequences of song and 

dance, improbable plots and (usually) happy endings. 

Amar Akbar Anthony (1977). Three brothers are separated in early childhood and brought up as 

members of three different religions. 

Asoka (2001). The life of Emporer Asoka, the warrior who became a Buddhist and advocate of 

peace. Based on legend. Appears to be an exception with regard to use of music, yet has 

many other Bollywood characteristics. 

Bombay (1995). Hindu boy marries Moslem girl; they live in Bombay through times of family 

opposition and sectarian riots. 

Mission Kashmir  (2000). Tangled family conflict reflects a background of sectarian violence. 

Mother India (1957). A mother, abandoned by her husband and persecuted by the local money-

lender, struggles to bring up her two sons. 

 

Session 4 The Raj on Film 

Many films depict the Raj – the period of British rule of India – and what it was like 

for both the Indians and the English. 

The Far Pavilions (1984). Young British officer is torn between two countries. Based on the 

novel by M. M. Kaye. 

Heat and Dust (1983). Two women, of two different times, come to India. Based on the novel 

by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. Stars Julie Christie. 

The Jewel in the Crown (1984). This television series tells the story of the last days of the Raj 

through the experiences of a great range of characters. Based on the The Raj Quartet by 

Paul Scott (four novels, 1966-1975). 

The Man Who Would Be King (1975). Two soldiers seek adventure and treasure. Based on a 

Rudyard Kipling story. Stars Sean Connery, Michael Caine. 

Passage to India (1985). An exercise in mutual misunderstandings. Based on the 1924 novel by 

E. M. Forster. 

Water (2006). Widows in Varanasi (Benares) endure a difficult life in the years before India 

became independent. 

 

Session 5 Partition on Film 

The dramatic events surrounding the decades-long struggle for Indian independence 

and the conflict and violence of Partition in 1947 have been the subject of many 

films. 
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Bhowani Junction (1956). Caste and class are in conflict as independence comes to India. Based 

on the 1954 novel by John Masters. Stars Ava Gardner, Stewart Granger. 

Earth (1998). Religious and civil wars break out in India and Pakistan when The Raj is partitioned 

in 1947.  

Gandhi (1982). Life of Gandhi, produced by Richard Attenborough. Stars Ben Kingsley. 

Gandhi: Pilgrim of Peace (1997). A&E Biography documentary. 

The Jewel in the Crown (1984). This television series tells the story of the last days of the Raj 

through the experiences of a great range of characters. Based on the The Raj Quartet by 

Paul Scott (four novels, 1966-1975). 

The Making of the Mahatma (2001). Dramatization of M. K. Gandhi’s experiences in South 

Africa where he developed his non-violent methods of civil resistance. 

Mountbatten: The Last Viceroy (1986). Lord Louis Mountbatten struggles with the problems of 

Indian partition and independence. 

Nehru: The Jewel of India (2007). Dramatization of the life of Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first 

Prime Minister. 

 

Session 6 Independent India 

Life in independent India has received the cinematic attention of Hollywood and 

Indian producers, directors and actors. 

Bride and Prejudice (2005). Four daughters seek husbands, at home and abroad. Loosely based 

on Pride and Prejudice. 

City of Joy (1992). Two westerners struggle against crime and poverty in Calcutta. 

The Householder (1963). An arranged marriage has its ups and downs in a new India which 

continues some old traditions. Based on the novel by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. The first movie 

made by the Merchant-Ivory-Jhabvala team. 

Monsoon Wedding (2002). A wedding brings the members of an extended family together, for 

better and worse. Produced and directed by Mira Nair. 

The Riddle of Midnight (1988). Documentary about Indians 50 years after independence. 

Written and narrated by Salman Rushdie. 

Salaam Bombay (1988). The lives of children who live on the street in Bombay. Produced and 

directed by Mira Nair. 

Shakespeare Wallah (1965). British actors bring Shakespeare to independent India. An early film 

by Merchant-Ivory-Jhabvala. 

Slumdog Millionaire (2008). Young man from the slums draws on his experiences to win in a TV 

contest. 

Such a Long Journey (1998). A Parsi family in Bombay experiences the turmoil of the 1980s. 

Based on the novel by Rohinton Mistry.  
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Staying On (1980). A retired British couple stay on in independent India. Based on the 1977 

novel by Paul Scott. 

 

Session 7 Indians Abroad: The U.K. 

The experiences of Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis who migrate to the United 

Kingdom have been the subject of many films. 

Bend It like Beckham (2003).Two daughters of immigrants pursue different dreams: marriage 

for one, soccer for the other. Set in England. 

Bhaji on the Beach (1994). A group of Indian women – from two different generations – spend 

the day in Blackpool. Set in England. 

Brick Lane (2007). Bangladeshi woman moves to London as a result of her arranged marriage. 

Based on the novel by Monica Ali. 

My Beautiful Laundrette (1986). Ambitious young man from Pakistan teams with local boy to 

create the dream Laundromat. Set in South London, England. 

The Mystic Masseur (2002). A young man of no particular promise becomes a famous mystic. 

Set in Trinidad. Based on the novel by Nobel Prize winner V. S. Naipaul. 

My Son the Fanatic (1999).The English-raised son of Pakistani immigrants returns to the family’s 

cultural and religious roots. Set in England. 

 

Session 8 Indians Abroad: The U.S. 

Movie makers have explored the adjustment of Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis 

to life in the United States. 

American Desi (2002). Second-generation Indian boy goes off to college, hoping to leave old 

cultural ties behind. Set on college campus. 

Delhi 6 (2009). American-born grandson takes grandmother back to Delhi and sees the new 

India through American eyes. 

Lonely in America (1993). A comedic search for the American Dream. Set in New York City. 

Mississippi Masala (1992). Indian family is forced to leave Uganda for a new life in Mississippi. 

Produced and directed by Mira Nair. Stars Denzel Washington.  

My Own Country (1998). Young, immigrant doctor struggles with the AIDS crisis. Set in 

Tennessee. Based on the 1995 memoir by Abraham Verghese. 

The Namesake (2007). Two generations of Indian immigrants adjust to life in America. Set in 

Boston and New York. Based on the 2004 novel by Jhumpa Lahiri. 

The New Americans (2004). PBS documentary series on recent immigrants, including an Indian 

software developer.  

Swades (2004). An Americanized Indian scientist returns to India to reexamine his roots and the 

conditions of life in India. Set in NASA and village India. 


