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     	 The Glory that Was:An Exploration of the Iconicity of New Theatres
 
	 Sharmistha Gooptu
 

 
 
 
   New Theatres, created in 1930 by Birendra Nath Sircar, had an important role in the creation of the Indian film industry. Functioning from Calcutta, it was not just a well-equipped studio; it was a system, a way of life for the people working with it. . . . Sircar wanted not just cinema halls and a studio; he wanted a system. A pervasive, self-supporting, effectively-managed, supremely equipped, net-work of men and women and machines which would sell the celluloid dream like it had never been sold before in the country...2
 
 As in the above extract, most available literature on New Theatres, Bengal's leading film-producing concern in the 1930s and early '40s, exudes a celebratory rhetoric. The romantic discourse surrounding New Theatres is one of the enduring nostalgias of the Bengali bhadralok3 . The above quote indicates that the New Theatres ethos, though glorified for its efficiency, commercial viability and machine-like co-ordination is also celebrated as "a way of life." Herein the iconicity of New Theatres is informed by certain elements basic to bhadralok life. Chief among these is "bhadrota," which may be interpreted as cultured gentility. Kanan Debi, a leading star of the 1930s and '40s who worked at New Theatres between 1936 and 1942, commented in her tribute to B. N. Sircar, founder-proprietor of New Theatres, "I was under contract with Radha films when I received the offer to play the role of Parvati in Devdas. I could not accept in spite of my enthusiasm for the offer. My regret was that I could not work with Mr Sircar. He had by then earned a very high reputation in the film industry as a noble, erudite and respectable filmmaker."4 In a similar vein, actress Umashashi Debi, who made a name for herself at New Theatres, reminisced in later life:
  When I was at New Theatres, we used to compare ourselves with a happy family.... What a wonderful feeling of goodwill and happiness permeated the studio. We would enter the studio in the early hours of the morning and would not leave till our work was complete. Since discipline and adherence to principles regulated our lives, projects were always completed in time. What intimate bonds held us together.5
 
 These constructions of respectability and extended family came together in the public face of New Theatres, producing a sense of the perfect. Herein, the imagination centering on New Theatres stands out as unique when placed against, for instance, the "electrified utopias" of America studied by David Nye6 , where electricity, as a symbol of technological progress, became a dominant icon in the first three decades of the twentieth century.
 That the iconic status of New Theatres was entrenched by the 1950s is evident from the following extract from an essay in the souvenir brought out on the occasion of the silver jubilee of the Indian Talkie in 1956:
  It was after that memorable film Chandidas was made when a Bengali Pioneer-Shri B N Sircar showed me one day around his New Theatres studio which has served for full 25 years not only Bengal but the whole of India as a veritable cradle of All India talents on a national cultural basis. The studio invested a fortune not in rewarding or capitalising on "Artistes" but in building up new traditions for the technique of artist acting, direction, photography, sound recording etc. It is because of these that this pioneer Bengal studio has become a veritable institution and a promoter of talents that have largely influenced the whole course of Indian Films. Bombay and Madras studios may have advanced further in some respects but the Bengal studio experts did the pioneering job on the technical side.7
 
 This rhetoric has survived till to date, not only in reminiscences of an older generation, but in much of contemporary writing on the subject, and in popular discourse in the tele-visual media.8 In this essay, I probe the iconicity of New Theatres, exploring the hypothesis that its genesis, which I locate in the 1930s, was rooted in aspects of contemporary life...
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