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Abstract: This paper analyzes two films: Rituparno Ghosh’s ‘Chitrangada: The Crowning
Wish’ and Saim Sadig’s ‘Joyland’ to argue how cine-dance can discern a potent feminist
spectatorship in the context of popular Bengali and Pakistani cinema. Drawing from Gayatri
Gopinath’s conceptualization of “unruly visions” and Alexander Nevill's “performative
materiality”, the article examines the role of camera and lighting, and demonstrates some of
the crucial ways in which the two films reposition cine-dance from a spectacle of passive
consumption to an active site of “unruly” vision making.
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Before delving into the arguments of this paper, | must admit at the very onset: this was not
an easy article to write. Despite being two important case studies of contemporary South-
Asian screendance, it was extremely challenging (thus, also stimulating) to write on
Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish' and Joyland"™- two films that refuse conventional modes of
aesthetic judgement. | was convinced of their greatness, but | struggled to articulate that
which comprised it. Their complex nature not only resisted categorization but also made
descriptive analysis seem reductive. It is via these entanglements: the impossibility of the
films’ description, their defiance of constructed binaries, and their embrace of the in-
between, that this paper attempts to discern a potent feminist spectatorship they inspire. It
does so through a close textual analysis of the dance sequences in both films, examining the
role of camera and light in establishing the multiplicities of the queer subject.

Dance in popular Bengali and Pakistani cinema', at least in the contemporary realm, has
largely revolved around the ‘item number’ —a “hypersexualized and hybrid song and dance
spectacle”" that may or may not add to the film’s narrative. The term “item” was first used in
1999 for the actress Shilpa Shetty, whose dance to the song “Mai aayee hoon UP Bihar
lootney”", garnered her the reputation of an “item girl” in popular media. Since then, several
feminist scholars have written against the item number, protesting its “hyper-
commodification”", especially of the female body. The titillating performance of the ‘item
girl’, mediated by the cinematic apparatus, often caters to the male voyeur, evoking Laura
Mulvey’s ruminations in ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’V'. These sequences have
acquired an omnipresence in popular cinema and are often perceived as synonymous with
cine-dance. In such a scenario, Chitrangada and Joyland exemplify two pivotal interventions,
proposing a refreshing lens to visualize dance in films.

Gayatri Gopinath’s “unruly visions”Vii offers a crucial theoretical framework here. Through
what she calls “queer curation”’, Gopinath juxtaposes the works of different artists from
seemingly unrelated geographies and reveals a “queer optic”*, or a queer way of seeing.
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Gopinath uses the term “queer” to not only refer to non-normative sexualities and genders,
but also to non-dominant modes of seeing and experiencing the world. Drawing from her
work, this article demonstrates how the two films generate unruly visions that disrupt
hegemonic ways of seeing gender, dance, and desire. It is important to note that although |
refer to Gopinath’s book, my analysis is more interpretive than textual.

Erotic labour and desire in Joyland

At the heart of Joyland is the story of Haider (Ali Junejo), Mumtaz (Rasti Farooq), and Biba
(Alina Khan). Haider, the meek, unemployed younger son of the Rana family, is married to
Mumtaz, an energetic, ambitious young woman who works at a beauty salon in Lahore. Their
lives undergo a drastic change when Haider gets a job as a background dancer at an erotic
theatre, and Mumtaz is forced to quit her’s, by Haider’s father and elder brother. While
working at the theatre, Haider falls in love with Biba, a transgender woman who leads the
dance troupe he joins. The film offers a nuanced examination of these relationships,
investigating questions of desire, sexuality, and belonging in contemporary Pakistan.

Haider is not a dancer. His relationship with dance is rather strange. He is convinced that his
patriarchal father will never accept his profession. He is visibly reluctant at first — dancing men
are “gandus”, he notes®. However, his heart changes the moment he sees Biba at the theatre.
From here starts his journey of dance, of dancing at an erotic theatre, for Biba, for himself. To
establish the material space of this theatre, the film features several dance sequences, most
of which include Biba and Haider, whereas some do not. While these scenes contain familiar
visual markers of the item number — sensual dancing, audience titillation, overtly
performative gestures — they withhold the expected voyeuristic payoff. Biba’s body, unlike
the ‘item girl’s’, refuses to become a passive spectacle; instead, her performance often
highlights the precarity and agency of her own labour. The gaze is unstable, self-aware, and
fragmented. In this section, | will analyze some of these sequences, noting the interaction
between the dancing body and the film camera, to underscore its subversion of the
hegemonic patriarchal gaze, often associated with popular cine-dance.

In one of the early sequences at the theatre, we see Shagnam (Priya Usman Khan) — an erotic
dancer — perform her routine in a packed hall. Wearing a shimmering red dress, she is
surrounded by a group of men — her background dancers, who spread out around her,
allowing her to take center stage. Framed in a long shot, their bodies are lit from above.
Dancing to a sexually provocative song, Shagnam sways her hips, climbs onto a cot held by
young male dancers, bends her body, and then jumps, suggesting a clear sexual gesture. The
audience, comprising men of all ages and a few women, responds with enthusiastic claps and
hoots. The dance concludes, ushering in an intermission. Biba now steps onto the stage, only
to find that the number of spectators has dwindled significantly. The top lights animating the
previous performance are now absent, leaving her illuminated by a single broad yellow light.
Clad in a green ghagra choli, Biba attempts to captivate the remaining audience members.
One spectator can be seen fanning himself. Suddenly, the music ceases, and Biba has to stop
her performance. A mid-shot captures her sweaty face, filled with agitation as she rushes to
the dressing room, engaging in a heated argument with the theatre manager.

This sequence is noteworthy for several reasons, but primarily for its distance from the
camera. Despite involving two sexually charged performances, this distance, enhanced by
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frequent intercuts between the performers and the crowd, prevents the spectator from
identifying as a voyeur. Additionally, the focus on the corporeality of the two dancing bodies,
emphasized through the spotlight on their bodies and their movements, along with the
dancers’ labour — especially Biba — allows the viewers to see these dances not just as erotic
acts but as expressions of survival. This idea is reinforced in other sequences as well, where
dance operates as unruly visions. It solicits attention, but denies visual mastery. A notable
example is when Biba performs in a nightclub, surrounded by aggressive men forcing her to
hug them. Dance in Joyland thus becomes a site where desire is neither sanitized nor fully
consumable. Cinematographer Joe Saade’s camera refuses to linger or fetishize, and produces
a disobedient spectatorship that implicates the viewer in the precarity of queer labour,
instead of offering the comfort of identification or pleasure.

Interestingly, if dance in Joyland illustrates a form of survival, it also represents a space for
protest — a site of strength, resistance, and gender affirmation. Haider, an amateur who has
never danced before, begins to enjoy dancing when he is with Biba. This is especially clear in
the scene where he performs in front of Biba for the first time. Practicing with five men on a
terrace, Haider is clearly unable to dance properly. He twirls his hips, shakes his body, and
tries to follow Biba's instructions; he makes an effort. And he fails. Biba then approaches him,
slowly takes off his t-shirt, and asks him to start over again. He repeats the steps with greater
force this time. Although they haven’t improved much, we see, in a rare moment, a warm
glee on his face. We witness for the first time a sign of contentment in Haider. For the first
time, we find him taking a step towards self-acceptance, towards being happy with who he
is.

Thus, dance in Joyland acts as a paradoxical site of marginalization and self-affirmation,
shame and liberation. Through careful manipulation of camera distance and audience
intercuts, director Saim Sadiq destabilizes the cinematic gaze, making it impossible for the
spectator to consume the dancing body without reckoning with its vulnerability and agency.
It resists the objectifying logic of the item number, choosing instead to render dance as
embodied labour.

llluminating In-Betweenness: Light and the Queer Body in Chitrangada: The
Crowning Wish

Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish narrates the story of Rudra Chatterjee (Rituparno Ghosh), a
renowned choreographer in Kolkata, who considers gender reassignment surgery after
meeting Partho (Jisshu Sengupta), a percussionist with whom Chatterjee falls in love. Partho’s
love for children motivates Rudra to take this step, hoping it will allow the couple to adopt a
child and live ‘normally’ like other couples. Rudra initiates the procedure but ultimately
decides to call it off. Based on Rabindranath Tagore’s dance-drama ‘Chitrangada”™, the film
explores Rudra’s journey, inviting reflections on gender, desire, and the body in eternal flux.
Aalo (or light) plays a vital role in the film. On the one hand, it serves as a metaphor for divinity
— a catalyst for internal change, described best in the song bodhu kon aalo laglo chokhe (o
friend, what light has touched these eyes!) - and on the other, it functions as a literal cinematic
force, drawing our attention to its role in cinema, particularly in cine-dance.

In cine-dance, or screendance, light is not merely a technical necessity; it is a co-creator. The
relationship between the two can be traced back to the Serpentine Dance of Loie Fuller,
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where light played as important a part as Fuller’s own body. The coloured lights and their
angled illumination added to the fluidity and dynamism of her performance, visibilizing a part,
hiding another. This interplay assumes a critical role in Ghosh’s film, where light reorganizes
the queer dancing body of Rudra Chatterjee, not only revealing what is there, but what could
be. In conjunction with the camera, it enables the construction of a body that refuses binary
definitions, embodying a fluid, in-between space instead.

It is important to note that Ghosh’s film is not an autobiographical piece. At best, its nature is
semi-autobiographical®i. On being asked by Kaustav Bakshi about the similarity between
Rudra and Rituparno, the latter had said:

Yes. There is. Rudra contemplates sex-change, but abandons it eventually...he chooses
to stay the way he is, reveling in his in-between-ness. | know many of my viewers
apprehend that | might start wearing the sari any day. Let me tell you, | shall never
wear a sari. | remember someone asking me whether | shall ever wear the dhoti kurta.
My answer is | shall not. I'll not wear any gender-determining attire . . . neither sari
nor dhoti-kurta . . .| shall always go for something in-between. That’s the best way of
celebrating gender fluidity. This is where Rudra is closest to myself . .. the resemblance
ends thereX",

The emphasis on the in-between is vital. In this section, | propose that the theatrical lighting
in Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish serves as a celebration of the androgynous, of the in-
between. Therefore, | will use the pronoun ‘they’ (and not ‘she’) when referring to Rudra, as
despite contemplating gender reassignment surgery, they eventually reverse their decision
by the end of the film. Through parallel intercuts portraying Rudra’s daily existence as a son,
a dancer, a lover, and a patient preparing for surgery, we witness Tagore’s drama reimagined
in a contemporary context, with Rudra mirroring the mythical princess Chitrangada.

The film opens with Rudra in a hospital room, gazing out of the window. Gradually, the
window morphs into a screen, which then transforms into a stage. On this stage, we witness
Rudra’s performance for the first time. A graceful dancer, they appear singly on screen, a soft
light caressing them diagonally. The ‘aalo’ cascading on them does not reveal their body in its
entirety. It is neither fully visible nor entirely hidden. Our first glimpse of Rudra, the dancer,
thus, is not of a man or a woman. It is of someone who is neither, and yet both — a duality
essential to their being. The camera slowly pulls out, the number of lights increases, and an
ensemble of ‘Chitrangada’ is revealed — Tagore’s dance drama that Chatterjee is (re)directing.
Read through Gopinath’s framework, this interplay of light and shadow builds an unruly visual
field, marked not by revelation but opacity. The queer body here is not illuminated to be
known. Rather, light collaborates with it to sustain a refusal of stability.

In ‘Theorising Creative Lighting,” Alexander Nevill advocates for a theory of lighting that does
not simply see it as a “neutral medium”* used to make objects visible within a frame, but as
a vital force with “a real physical presence in the world.” Drawing from the scholarship of
Karen Barad and Barbra Bolt, Nevill proposes a shift from a technical understanding of light
to an ontological understanding, highlighting its continuous correspondence with matter —
human as well as non-human — to enable image production. He draws an analogy between
cinematography and pottery, arguing how the cinematographer “works with and through
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light” (akin to how the potter works with and through clay)® to create a “spiritual”ii and
“transcendental”** experience of the world.

The dance drama that Rudra is directing gradually becomes a metaphor for their own life.
Mirroring the original drama, their union with Partho is highlighted by the song: bodhu kon
aalo laglo chokhe. This marks the second time we see Rudra perform on stage, this time
alongside Partho. Framed in a mid-shot, they sit on the stage with their backs touching; Rudra
wears a red top, while Partho is shirtless. In the initial shot of this scene — perhaps, a dream
sequence, Rudra is once again cloaked in shadows. A side light accentuates Partho, while rays
from above brighten the blue background. As the camera continues to pull back, it becomes
clear that the performance is not solely between Rudra and Partho; the lights partake in the
performance as well. The sensuous, divine union of the characters on stage is beautifully
complemented by the lights dancing behind.

The use of lighting, particularly in relation to the theatrical space, is intriguing in the film.
Nevill’s postulation of the “performative materiality”** of light becomes important here, for
light does not merely illuminate an object in this case, but acts as a material in itself,
continuously corresponding with the dancing body on the screen. It is never static, argues
Nevill, but continuously in a state of flux. It is important to note that Rudra does not only
dance on stage; we find them performing in their living room and hospital room as well.
However, the interplay of light and shadow is most pronounced in the theatrical scenes. In
fact, after undergoing breast implantation surgery, when Rudra attempts to dance in the
hospital room, they are no longer obscured by shadows. The mirror before which they
perform acts as a witness to their pain, with light illuminating them evenly.

The emphasis on pain is important here, for it serves as a reminder of the struggle one
endures to conform. Rudra’s surgery, as mentioned in the film, was a “technical necessity”
for them. “All | need from you is a certificate that | am a woman. | will not change anything. |
will neither wear a saree nor a salwar kameez. So...to me it’s more of a cosmetic surgery,”
they tell their surgeon. The surgery would have enabled Rudra to adopt a child with Partho.
It would legitimize them as a ‘normal’ couple. The surgery, thus, was a step towards a certain
kind of enclosure. The stage, on the other hand, was the only space where they could express
themselves, their identity, in its entirety. The stage therefore, served as both a refuge and a
site of transformation, for it was because of the same stage that Partho entered their life,
leading to an extraordinary metamorphosis.

Throughout the film, we never see Partho supporting the idea of gender-reassignment
surgery. In a pivotal moment, he infact asks Rudra a critical question: “But what about your
dance, where your body is your main instrument? Why do you want to tamper with that?”
Rudra replies confidently, “l don’t dance with my body, Partho. It comes from within.” “And
fortunately, | work with an art form that is genderless... My dance is not limited by my gender,
and neither is my identity” they continue. As these words resonate in a voiceover, we see
Rudra dancing freely in their hospital room. A warm, divine light bathes the space, illuminating
Rudra completely. The dancing self, as if, is the only self that remains. The body changes, but
the dance endures. This is significant because, in one of the final sequences, when Shubho—
Rudra's counselor, who ultimately reveals himself to be a manifestation of Rudra's own self—
asks how they wish to be remembered, Rudra responds, "as the vivacious, energetic, creative
dancer." This statement is meaningful because even before deciding to call off the surgery
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just the night before, Rudra preferred to be remembered as a dancer, not a woman. This
choice reflects a profound truth: the identity of a dancer takes precedence over that of a
woman. If the surgical body promises legibility within juridical and familial frameworks, the
dancing body remains unruly. It remains excessive, ephemeral, and resistant to capture.

Dance, in Chitrangada, therefore, is not merely a creative performance, but an existential one
as well. Despite exemplifying great examples of cine-dance, where the dance scenes can be
endlessly appreciated for their artistic finesse, it is impossible to view them as just that. The
dancing body embodies a deeply political and affective medium of self-expression, which, akin
to the lights that accompany it, is always in a state of flux.

Conclusion:

In both Joyland and Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish, dance emerges not as a spectacle of
consumption, but as a mirror repositioning the dancing body as a site of labour, pain, desire,
and gender fluidity. While Joyland subverts the item number by strategically distancing its
camera from the performers’ bodies, emphasizing the discomfort and materiality of
performance, Chitrangada mobilizes light to underscore the gender fluidity intrinsic to dance.
Together, both films propose a cine-spectatorship, rooted not in passive consumption, but in
active reception of the dancing bodies. They further suggest that to dance is not merely to
move, but to exist otherwise.
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Xi Tagore’s ‘Chitrangada’ (1892) is a dance-drama, based on the mythical character of
Chitrangada in the Hindu epic Mahabharata. In the story, Chitrangada is the sole heir to the
King of Manipur. Inspite of the latter’s consistent prayers for a son, when Chitrangada, a
daughter is born, the king decides to raise her as a warrior prince. Thus, despite being born
as a woman, she never behaves like one. When she meets the Pandava prince Arjuna during
his exile, she falls in love with him. However, Arjuna rejects her, considering her a warrior,
and not a woman. Chitrangada then prays to Madana — the god of love, and becomes
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