ushtaque Ali Khan,

a local filmmakor,

wondered whnt

made it the first

International film

festival. After all,
he bad personally organised five such
festivals in Srinagar since 2017, That
sald, the four-day Rang-e-Clnema organ-
Ised by the government of Jammu and
Kashmir earlier this month in Srinagar
was an ambitious project. One hundred
and thirty films from 80 countries were
sereened at the Sher-e-Knshmir Interna-
tional Convention Contre on the banks
of Dal Lake.

Local filmmakers and artistes com-
plained they had been kept out of the
loop, but leading Bollywood filmmakers
and industry voices from Imtiaz Ali to
Ramesh Sippy. Vidhu Vinod Chopra to
Sunidhi Chauhan to Pankaj Tripathi
were in attendance

Chief minister Omar Abdullah sald
It marked “a new chapter in J&K's rich
and enduring relationship with cine-
ma". Music composer A.R. Rahman,
who was not a participant bul camo 1o
Srinagar soon after to shoot an adver-
tisemnent, sald Kashmir has the poten-
thal 1o become one of Indla’s major cin-
ema destinations

oo

The sight of a film festival beside
the Dal Lake brings back memories of
@ time when cinema was not something
Kashmir was trying to sttract. It was
part of everyday life

My relationship with cinema began,
like many of my generation, not inside a
cinema hall bt in front of & elevison

When | was in Class VI, I kept pes
tering my father to take me to a cinema
hall. After much hesitation, he relented.
We went 1o Regal Cinema first and then
to Palladium, both in the heart of Srina
ar. Both were packed

We stood in queue for some Hme be-
fore biring told thit the tickets were sold

e Valley's first international film festival puts My

out. Wo came away disappointed. That
was the early 1940s, Some years Iater, an
older condliy took mnis to Firdons Clienn,

High school came with its own perks,
One such was the shift to 8.7, Highor
Secondary School In the city centro, It
was close to the Women's College and
the Girls Higher Secondary School nt
Kothibagh, but most importantly, the
school was in the same nelghbourhood
as aclutch of cinema halls,

We needed very little encourago-
ment to bunk classes,

Those years were also when Kash-
mir was beginning to change In ways
none of us could understand. The sop-
aratist sentiment was gathering forco.
Protests were bocoming frequent. There
were bomb blasts. But typical of teen-
agers perhaps, the lot of us remained
wrapped up in our own small world of
friends, school, gossip and fllms,

In 1988, Qayamat Se Qayamat Tak
camo to Broadway. The excitement
among young people was enormous.
My cousins and I persuaded the elders
that the whole family should go together

Regal had screened
Anthony Quinn’s Omar
Mulchtar: Lion of the
Desert...The film had a
powerful resonance with
young Kashmiris

OFFSCREEN: Palladium cinema, a part of which operates as i security bunker;
amall Is coming up where Rogal used {o be, Photos by Muzaffar Raina

Many could not belleve that Knshmiris
were behind them., Some thought it to be
the work of Khallstanl militants, Others
spoke of consplracy theorles,

Militancy still seemod Iike some-
thing that belonged somewhore else. But
the mood was changlng. And cinema,
strangely enough, was one of the places
whore you could sense |t

) e

Some years earlier, Rogal had
screened Anthony Quinn's Omar
Mukhtar: Lion of the Desert. It was about
the Libyan resistance loader who fought
the Italians. The film had a powerful

resonance with young Kashmirls, [ too
went to see it

Lo watch It, It would have been the first
time we did something |ike that.

But the rush was too much. We ro-
turned without tickets,

A few days Later, [ finally got to watch
the film with my schoolmates, | did not
know it then, but the same year Knshmir
was beginning to move townrds some
thing far more disturbing. Several bomb
blasts rocked an already fragile normal.

I remember protestors burning pic-
tures of Sholkh Abdullah and compar-
ing what they regardod as his betrayal
of Knshmir with the uncompromising
reslstance of Omar Mukhtar,

Looking back, the Juxtaposition
seoms extraordinary, Inside the cinoe-
mit, young Kashmirls wore watehing o
story of resistance against forelgn rule.
Outsldo, political anger In Kashmir was
becoining Increasingly visible

And yot, at the sume time, life seemed

remarkably noymal.

Tourdsts continued to arrive. Dal
Liako remainod crowded. Film crows
camo from Bombay and other parts
of India to shoot ngainst the Valley's
mountains, lakes and meacows, Kash-
mirwas still ong of Indin’s favourite film
locations,

S0mo of tho films that used Kashmir
A8 o backdrop have now become part
of popular memory — Junglee, Arzoo,
Kashmir Ki Kalt ana Kabhi Kabhle. For
yours aftor, thore was a literal drought
boforo a modost comback much later in
Alms such ny Mission Kashmir, Haider,
H!}llfway and Raazi.

For us, Wwatching a film shoot was al-
MOBt as exciting ay watching a film.

One time wo bunked school and went
1o the banks of Dal Lake upon hearing
that Dharmencira was shooting there.

Tho lawns wore packed with people.
Inone corner, an organiser was calling
0ut the namog of those who had somo
Yolo In tho film, “Atjaz," he called out.
For a good while nobody responded
_ Now, ono of our frionds was also
called Aljnz, In my excltement, 1 polnted
towards him, Ho ralsed his hand. For a

aflar Raina in (lashback mode
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Atloating screen on Dal Lake during the Internatia i
Film Fostival of Jammu and Kashmir in Srinagar. Photo by Basit Zas
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fow seconds, he believed he had got him-
self a role in a film. And then the real
Aljaz appeared.

We insisted that our Aijaz was the
man the film people were looking for.
‘The argument turned into a fight. We
were beaten up. Our Aijaz, In particular,
took several blows. Somehow, we still

Palladium still stands in ruins and
part of it continues to house the armed
forces. Khayam Cinema, two Kllometres
away, is now a big medical facility.

For years, Neelam remained the
only operational cinema but was never
pr?mn Plo. ‘The owners had leased it to a

managed to sneak into the shooting area
afterwards.

Aljaz is now a doctor and we oc-
caslonally run Into each other on
the banks of the Jhelum during the
cross-country runs organised by The
Mallinson School, where our daughters
study. Nearly four decades later, I find
myself looking at the same Dal Lake
and wondering how much has changed.
Not that there were no attempts before
to revive the elusive relation with films,
some even sonked v.v_l.th blood.

I remember Farooq Abdullah trying
to woo fllmmakers back to Kashmir in
the late 1990s. Militancy was still rag-
Ing and it was sald that his efforts were
merely attempts to project normalcy.

In 1999, he announced with fan-
fare the re-opening of three cinemas
— Broadway, Regal and Neelam, all in
Srinagar. He offered the owners incen-
tives to doso.

That year on September 24, many
people entered Rogal to watch Pyaar Koi
Khel Nahin. Hours later, barely 100 me-
tres from Regal, an explosion ripped the
air. Somebody had lobbed a grenade as
movlogoers streamed out, huge security
presence notwithstanding.

That day, one person dled and a
dozen wero Injured. Regal did not open
Its doors again. Years later, the owners
razed the cinema to the ground, and
now, a big shopping complex is coming

o spot.
" (Illnnl)lt:ll\h'lr\v. located In the cantonment
area of the army's 16 Corps homlsumr,
tors, functioned for some time before it
(0o closed down for lack of viewers.

based firm.

Dozens of viewers had a narrow es-
cape on September 7, 2005, when mili-
tants attacked it. Two militants and a po-
liceman lost thelr lives but the cinema,
close to the heavily fortified civil secre-
tariat complex, continued to operate,

In 2011, I dropped by to see how it was

One time we bunked
school and went to
the banks of Dal Lake
upon hearing that
Dharmendra was
shooting there

operating following the 2010 summer
unrest, only to find it shut. “The hall had
never seen a full house and, on most oc-
caslons, only a handful of people turned
up. There was hardly any money to pay
even the salaries of employees,” a for-
mer employee told me.

No mainstream cinemas have oper-
ated here for over a decade until Vijay
Dhar's family — they are Pandits and
owned Broadway cinema — made a
frosh bid in 2022,

‘They opened the Valley’s first and
only multiplex theatre — INOX — in
Srinagar’s high-security Shivpora
neighbourhood. The 520-seater mul-
tiplex, with three movie theatres, was
the venue for the screening of the films
shortlisted at the [FFJK.

But truth be told, for me and a lot of
other Kashmiris, It has been one long
cinema drought.



