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| Abstract

The star machinery of Tamil cinema presents itgelf as a nearly unfathomable system that
produces stars and politicians out of actors and fans out of audiences in an organized fashion.
| This study is invested in aetermining a Specific mode of star films in Ta_mil cinema as a unique
,gen’re by itself. These films from the §outhern state of Tamil Nadu in India typically frame and
deify the male actor as a star. | argue that the stars in Tamil cinema are not icons for a genre;
rather they are the genre themselves. the assimilation of fans i{nto the précess of genre
formétion is based on an established pa’Ftnérship between the industry and the audiences. This
research study diagnoses star-centric cinema as cinema of the social in terms of genre,
cinematic populism, mythification, ide.ntification, star spectacles, melodramatic masculinity and

fan-driven organized spectatorship.

Keywords: Tamil Cinema, Stars, Fans, Spectatorship, Genre.
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Chapter|
' Introduction: Star, Genre and Tamil Cinema: Connotations with Theory and Context
As in Hollywood, the power of the Indian star developed gradually but
the position stars command today — both economically and in the
" . popular imagination — is the result of an idiosyncratic economic system
that has accorded them more absolute power than even their
- Hollywood contemporaries. (Gandhy and Thomas 107)

. Before stars from the sky became metaphoric for earthly wonders of fantastical
existence or divinity, stars were first mythologized as celestial entities in fascination for their
luminance, particularly. by the great distance between the looker and the looked-at — the
distance between reality and a mythical, yet a visible possibility. The same fascination. for
brilliance of the other dictates the distance between spectator and screen, between the fan and
the star. The distance is also marked by the difference of positional power distributed through

social and cinematic hierarchies. Inquiries into how film actors become stars, who makes them

st~ars, how star images function, why are stars commodities (Dyer 1979; 20()4) and how stars are

the result of a "sdciological evolution” (Morin 25) have imparted a gamut of insight on the

working of star systems. With theory as a pdiht of departure, the questions leading to my
| research are: How does stardom act as a rudder.in genre formation? How do the on-screen and

off-screen worlds merge to render stardom as mutually determined genre? -

" The star system, ‘operational in different cinemas of ihdia_‘has continuously evoked

academic and public curiosity under the premise of ‘non-western’ stardom which demonstrate

deviances from familiar speculations about stardom in Hollywood and other cinemas of the

world, self-accredited as the ‘First world’.* To delineate and study star trends outside this elite

1

! The Indian film scene comprises of twelve regional film industries - the Hindi film industry based in
Mumbai (formerly Bombay) or simply Bollywood, is only one of them.




circle, I'believe a research project need not take the form of a Vendetta to challenge western
theory; rather it should contribute to tbhe’ expanding base of globalised cinematic knowledge.
Such a study will move beyond identifying difference as exceptionality and instead provide
theoretical addenda fostering old and new dialogues. Moreover, the collective term of ‘western’
is as dogrﬁatic a notion like ‘non-western.” ‘Taking the case of Richard Dyer and 'Edgar Morin as
axiomafic, the distinction in their treatment of the subjfact of 'stars complicat_es.the conception
of thé theory as ‘western’. So | have attempted to read each theoretical piece with its notional
extensions, and intersect them with observationsﬂon Tamil cinema with nogeographiéal bias,
although with required cultural paradigms. -That said it is difficult to refrain from exploring
crevices that develop in the meeting of cin:ematic texts having origihated from different cultural
spaces. The convening of diametric theories and contexts can open new venues for polemic
inquiry into the perception of stardom. Stars are ubiquitous phenomena that traverse different
“historical “ and  cultural variations,”: nevertheless as Morin ~observes, they serve
- f‘énthropo]ogical’f ‘functions (gtd. in Mortimer: viii). My study on the 'development of a sub-
genre within the .lndian‘ film industry’s popular ‘masala’ situates in a transnational and
transregional.channelT lvts‘aim is to iﬁvestigate the compositidn of a series of films in Tamil that
act as “star vehicles” while co‘nforming. to a format that is not particularly unique or original
from one star to the other (Dyer 1998: 6.2). The objectives for theorizing popular cinerﬁa in Tamil
Nadu as star cinema are two-fold; primarily to determine star as genre by studying fhe genre

repertoire, and secondly, to extrapolate star genre as cinema of the social.

A set of films have emerged as a specific 'sub-genre' or a specific 'mode' within the
Tamil popular cinema where the male actor who plays the alpha male is deified and framed as a

star. I will use post-1990 films of ‘Super Star’ Rajinikanth and post-2000 films of ‘llaya



Thalapathi’ (Young Con1mandei) Vijay as case studies.” The theme of performance of the star
(not the actor) is consciously generated bin every film, and therei;ore the genre is also ajsite for
politics of'gender, caste and class. The recurring motif ef constructing stardom in these films
occurs within the/\’masala' scheme andiyet comes _forth as an individual, dominant genfe -- ihe
star genkre, a theoreticaI__appell’ation dejndminated for the purposes qf this study. My thesis will
highlight how film narratives in popular;TamiI Cinema a.rej constructed solely around star/images.
While the traditional cine'mafic a.pparaius invites suspension qf disbelief, the star genres thrive
on the audience’s external knowledge;of the. star, his/her statnre and its operation in/a given
nairaiive. It is expected to carry over from 'one ‘fiim to"anothe‘r,; with the film experience
cpnstantly invoking that awa'reness. Tamil fiylm_ stars s‘uch" as Rajinikanth and Vijay take it further
- by bringing in external excesses — snch as t.h_eir apparent poiiticai aspiratiqns, ﬁhilanthr.opy etc. -
that' are, in a way, ;r}aditional to Tarnil cinema. In some cases, especially in‘rer‘navkes, the films are‘
re—adap’ted’ to assimilate a star’s knewn idiosyncrasies -- even if it is a} the expense of the

- narrative’s flow.

2 'superstar’ is Rajinikanth’s venerated screen title. As a vernacular tradition, it is very common in South

' Indian cinema for actors to have prefixed honorary titles. For example, ‘Victory’ Venkatesh, Megastar

Chiranjeevi, ‘Ultimate Star’ Ajith, ‘Young Commander’ Vijay, ‘Revolutionary leader’ MGR,  ‘Revolutionary
Scholar’ Vijaykanth, ‘Supreme Star’ Sarath Kumar, ‘Little Superstar’ Simbhu, ‘Revolutionary Commander’
Vishal etc. :




Fig. 1. Rajni in Sivaji (2007) - Film Poster . Fig. 2. Vijay in Villu (Bow) (2010) — Film poster

Films of Tamil stars act as vehicles for the enhancement of their star power and. mass appeal;
the causative historical’ and cultural conditions whilst rooted in the film world .are also
effectively reproduced as extra-textual film reality, reorganizing fan sphere as primary space of

the star. Owing to a tradition of performatory politics and networking between actors and

politicians “ leading ‘to the - historical precedent of the late actor-turned-politician, 'M.G.

Ramachandran’s cine-politico ‘fandom, sociality of the ‘medium has become more - than

. \
secondary in Tamil productions. Social materiality presides over star cinema in its production

and reception, arranging the social as cinema. To negotiate with its multiple forms, a contextual

4

description of the ‘social’ is in'order.

Terminological investigations of the ‘social’ have continued to be one of the foremost
theoretical concerns in sociology and social theory (Pyhttinen 2010: 22). The relation between
the entities ‘human’ and ‘social’ is increasingly diversified leading to questiohs like: “To what
extent can relations between humans that are mediated through new communications,

technologies and virtual environments be designated social in the traditional sense?” (Gane



2004: 3) According to Simmelian thought, the social is beyond society, and is an effect or
finished product of social relations (Pyhttinen 27). Cinema as.the most popular form of mass
communication is often discussed for its sociological impact on culture — on how it influences
and is influenced by social reality. In the foreword to Biillent Diken and Carsten Bagge Lausten’s
book, Sociology through:the Projector (2007), Slavoj Zizek, telling readers that “the choice
between reading and not reading the book is the choice between the red and blue pill” (Matrfx
reference), highlights the bearing that cinematized social realities have on the political life of the
word, feeling, expression and reflection. He States:;

[F]‘illms"ére never ‘just films’. Lfghtweight fiction destined to afnUsé us and thus
dlstract us from the core problems and struggles of our social reality. Even when
films lie, they tell the lie which dwells in the very heart of our social edifice. This

. -is why this book should be read not only by those who are‘interested in how
films reflect or legitimize social reality, but also by those who want to get an

- idea of how our societies themselves can only reproduce themselves through
films. (2007 X|)

In makirvig' such a persuasion, ZiZek not only commends the value of Diken'and Lausten’s work,
but also directs readers to re-_evaluate‘ the dynamic between cinema and the social. What is the
social? Why is this’queSﬁidh,res\ﬁrféci_hg? HQW ,d:‘(i)ye_s ’tﬁé_chahgfikng’ s‘ociii\zik:l intera@t with t:he nﬁedium
of film? Forv Karl i_\/lafk, the 'sc;ﬁc’ia"l.is thecomlngtogether o“f' iﬁdbi;)‘iqitjalléldénqtéar byi”‘c;)orljeratiqh?
invariably linke& toclassandmodes of productlon,the soual may dlsappear W|th reachmg thé
utopian high of prbduction levels, andﬁwit.h the decline in revolutiona‘ry politics. Extending this
critique on the “death of the social,” Jean Baudrillard pronounces..the social as non-existent or
disappearing; “he treats the social as an effect of second-order simﬁlacra — the order.of mass
productions and class relations -- that disappears with the émergence of digitalized forms of
simulation and the mass circulation of signs.-...The social only exists in the perspectlve space, it

dies in the space of simulation” {qtd in. Gane 2004: 4-7). But as Nicholas Gane points out, the

~ social has not disappeared, but actually survives as a- mutated form, now establishing hybrid



methods of and spaces for humon interaction. Returning to Diken and Lausten, to understand
the increasingly cinematized formulations of society, they cite Baudrillard who declares: “this is
no doubt why-cinema is disappearing: because it has passed into reality. Reality is disappearing
at the hands of cinema and (_:ioema is disappearing at the hands of reality. A lethal transfusion in
whioh -each loses its specificity”i (2007:. 5). It is in this: transfusion.that cinema of the social
emerges in South India.‘lnvs‘,tead_of resorting to neologis}msﬁ, I want to retain r\the over-determined
}'to‘rmv’socital’ beoaoseo classical seooe ofysoc‘ialliowsou’t.h lndia exists in relation';o its cinema. Star
oiner_na ‘inr ’Tamil‘ Nadu‘ seeks‘tho SOCia_l/(masse:s),/véppea‘ls. to the sooial (popolor ideology) with tho
| il.lusion t.hat. it creates the social on and off screen ‘(the conoe(\pvtr of mass os> peoplge‘ power;
fa‘odonm'as social condition). Stor cinema holds toe so‘cial as a ‘POiﬁf of lconvergon.ce'for tho
oinematio, ooltural, economic »anvd even tho; hi.sto”rical. The traoslotion- o’f Efnemati;od _socvial‘
inteljac'c.ionsvwith'/w’ith‘in. cinematic produotsmarl;s the erasure .Qf: borders botwéen ﬁlmlcand
afilmic Wovrlds. | | o |
. The_relationship between cinema and sociality must be seen as a two-way
relationship based on virtualization (producing images of the social) and
actualization (‘socialization’ of the image, inclusion of the symbolic element or
image within ‘reality’). In this sense, cinema offers us a transcendental analysis
of the social, an analysis in which:one is not only-interested in actual ‘social

facts’ but also virtual entities that transcend the domain of the empirical. (Diken
~and Lausten 3 - 4) o T T S Rt TE TR

The star genre’s explicit and im"pﬂli\cit modes of interaction with Tamil spectators, with fans of
Tamil stars, with socialvimaginatio'o of nationhood and communities, and ultimately with the
cultural aesthetics of social engagement,iim'bibod by .‘the,ma.s‘sg.es,, all together configure as
cinema of the social. The “hyper-social” is the new social wherein representation and
commonication are projectioos of an interdependent network between masses, structures and
- the shifting codes of participation between‘them (Gane 8). As Diken ahd Lausten indicate, the

transcendent nature of virtual entities travelling back and forth through the projector, blurring




the-lines _between reality and cinema, explains why “social reality sometimes appears as a fallout
effect of cinematic virtualities, producing an uncanny impression that reality mirrors cinema and
not the other way around” (1). The films of Rajnikanth and Vijay invite audiences to participate
with its social regime that is rarely seen as separate from its off-screen alternative, instead, they

are unified under an idealized social conscience across differences of class, caste and wealth.

| l‘Wlhlilé‘the':d‘éscr.ibti\)é -Céfégdfy ‘cinema ;f the s.ociahl;’étf'féctivély'repre\selnfs~sta:rvci.nemé’s ’
h;lper;sd.éiélity,{iiéw do c;théf écﬁéial;ly denominations >l‘iké‘ 'sd'ci'al 'ci‘n?e>hi1a and s‘ot}iavll fflm, ‘\v)vork |n
'('hé"liamiliah coﬁ:t‘e);t‘.? Iﬁ-é lecture titled ”wa‘ards a Sociély Cihén%a,” the‘ Frerlléh‘ ‘fi‘lmniakAer Jeaﬁ
Vlgo de'sc;i‘t;e‘s attrit;ufes .political resistive chara(:t'ei" ’;co ;o‘c‘i’él\v;ivrymérﬁa,:filirﬁg that s;ibvert
ttadifidnal paradig‘ms; a;hd empldy “documented point 6f viév‘\‘/y" (1977: 21) !thé:soéial‘.ﬁlnﬂs or
“socials” in India first Iéia emphasis on criticism of svdt.iiélj'év‘e’n‘ts and repfésentétibr; of sociéfy
pértihéht fo pre-c’olon‘ia‘d. abn'd pdét-colonial India. However, as Ravi Vasudevan points out, by the
1950s, “the industry reformulated its understanding of geﬁre and audience appeal... and
encouraged the induction c;f the sensational attractions of actidn, spectacle and dante'into_ the
so{_:ial film, a process explained as a lure for the mass audience” (1994: 311-312). What began aé
a body of social critique, social. films were later commercialized to mobilize the masses for Iafger_
profits. The social tag remained ‘the same, only now referring to the social expansiveness
wielded through the narrati\}e devices of the popular. Therefore, the conjunction of cinema and
sdcial, with the former preceding the latter, ih’corpbrates the “history of social narratives,
addresses popular visuals Qf the social landscape, and assimilates fandom and mass ris:ception
into its fabric. To re‘ite‘rate,i cinema of the social as a.category does not just offer social

_discdurses, it is the very discourse collaboratively disseminated by the film collective which now



includes active spectators (as opposed to the passivity of the ‘spectator-in-text’ formulation).?
Ultimately, since ’fintertextuality”'is fundamental to genre practice, generic organisation of film
texts and ex';ended textual elements in parallel spaces of consumption brihgs together the
different cinematic agents. of the social (Turner 2006: 92, 146). Tamil film stars’ ‘close
relationship yvith Tamil po_litics hastheen_ discussed ke’xte‘ns_ji\{ely‘inV the _sovcial' sciences. The
Iiterature focuses on some of the mos.t-recurrent elements in these Lfilms and their socie-pqlitica!
a}ppe.al te the aud‘irenr:e. | woul.d’vlike to app_ly 'c_hat_litera_ture along w:th ’genrestudies to frarhea
decﬁohstructive 's;cudy‘ of films thar .explores the recursiye infl‘uence of s"ta‘rsahd‘ star\dor:hﬂin
foréing gen‘res‘uniqu’e’to ’mass'ﬂ he”?'?s-“ | wrll b,eg’in by entering inro diaIogues.wwithiexistihg.
genre‘theory, leading to a’structural rnyestigation of the star genre. The later chapters ”v‘vi'll
explore how tkhe textual hature of fandom plays a role in shaping genre trend's,v ’conclu'din’g wnth

a prognosis for star-centric Tamil cinema.

‘lndian' Masala and Tamil Masala

- Indian masa[a films named after the mikture of spices tend to have assorted elements
such as song and dance, action, comedy and melodrama, all in a single film. Masala films have
traditionally been organized along binary Qppositiphs, whose guiding discourses ir\clt:de' kihship,
duty, so‘cial,pbligation,' destiny and human powerlessness un_d_eh the purview of God,. justice or .
simply, fate (Thomas 24). Wlthln the universe of the masala genre, the characters exrst in an
ideal order where thellr respecf for socual obbhgatlons ahd famllla] a‘nd fnendshlp‘ tles maintains
social eduilibriumj Disruptions to the 's‘ocial“ierder-in:the»rorm:' of exceSsive éreed; human

meddling in fate, and uncurbed heterosexiual desire' - fypically advance the plots of masala

*Some other deliberations on aspects of socnal in cmema studies useful here are Barbara Khnger s "soc:al
spectator” and Zizek’s “social fantasy”. : : : ‘ :
* *Mass hero’ is a term used by fans and film cntlcs to ldentlfy male flm stars who are known for actmg in
films'that enjoy popular, mass appeal fromthe people The concept of mass also has- multlple other
meanings in Tamil film vocabulary (see chapter 3). \



¥

- films. Goodness, morality, and tradition are identified as 'Indian’ or 'Tamil', while evil, decadence
- {generally represented as uncontrolled sexuality), and 'non-tradition’ are associated with the
'west.” Seeking to establish the social by the narrative's conclusion, masala films often valorize

marriage and the patriarchal fémily: o

The rﬁasalé genfe has a.cq‘tjiré(j‘fegion.al‘.fié\)bufs - ‘in‘ Talmil filnﬁs, fof in‘sytén‘ce - and
sofne have ‘b‘rranche”('ﬁ off frorﬁ the bfbédér témpl.ate SIignifilcant'Iy in recénf yeéfé. Bu.t-‘the most
impd r.t:»intdebé.r‘tdfés: l:iappeﬁéd sé\)efé‘:l cieéadés an0 whén fhe Dra\iidién m&eméht diécoveréd
tc‘inemé'abs a pdtéhf pléfforrﬁ to §tage their i‘d‘éorlbgical campalgns aéaihst the fﬁling Congress
ébvéfnment.s Many.of fhé lead actors of thye 19505 and 605 wére menﬁkbe‘r‘s‘bf théibdliticalnparty
DMK (Dravida‘ Murklheffa‘ vKaIagam - Dr‘a-v.id.ian ProgreséiVe Federation)‘.“WhiI(e Eh‘e actbrs changéd
frc;m one film to andthér; the nafratives rek;1air‘1e<li ézlosely‘tivéd to ide‘ololgi'c‘alv'ser‘mohs of
étheism, rationalism and anti-northern sénti‘ments ‘d'rawing upon 'the’ Dravid‘ian conécioushess.
Sfar ph‘enomenoﬁ in Ta‘nﬁil Néd'u, thdugh similar to Bollyv'\}ood"s di'aibg;je w1th its ka‘c.:‘t»ors, |s
$ighif§cahtly different. Tah‘wi:I starsﬁar‘e vhoﬁt‘ jbus’t mere ehtertéin‘meﬁt ‘figurés;v the tendénéy fon"‘ﬁim'
actofs to be active in electoral pdlitiés has pe‘rsi‘stedﬁ since the 1950s. Sara D‘i'c‘kéy (2008)
observes aptly that a gighifiéént mUIti-dimketho‘n:al aspéct of Tamil Cineﬁqéfigithéxn;la‘rri‘}égé
bétWéén fifm stars éﬁd polftics What Médﬁa\é/ay ﬁfésad célllg "‘c‘iri:é-politic':s"'(199\9'):

Cinema and politics have a long, multi-sided history in famﬁlNgdu, i
more so than in any other Indian state or film industry. Films have
been used to make socio-political critiques and to advance political

ideologies, stars have campaigned for parties and film personnel
have entered electoral politics. (Dickey 78)

® The Dravidian movement is Tamil Nadu’s ‘defining cultural and politicalmovement that changed the
social fabric of the Tamils by cultivating Dravidian ethno-nationalism and language-based separatism.
Revolutionary Dravidian ideology was scripted by E.V. Ramasamy (Periyar) under the auspices of the
. Dravdian Kazhagam (Dravidian Federation). The movement’s ideals opposed Hindi nationalism, Brahmin
dominance, and religious institutionalization. Under the. concept of self-respect, Periyar infused an
‘ideology of rationalism, women’s empowerment, and abolition of caste system (Hardgrave 1969).
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* Over a period one of the actors, M.G. Ramachandran (MGR) proved to be more charismatic than
others in carrying out DMK's off-screen objectives. As Hardgrave states, MGR developed-a
symbiotic relationship with DMK through his roles on screen. While his stature as a star grew
manifold by playing the 'true Tamiliaﬁ' who embodied 'self-righteoushess, unfaltering morality
and an ideological beacon, DMK benefitted greatly from his phys;ilcal presence in their campaign
rallies. So the masala that went.into making Tamil po’pulawr cinema was altered with cultural aﬁ'd
more importantly ideological material to better suit and shape the'pbliti;al climate of the state.
David Pratt on DMK‘fiImsv reiterates that ”the. mésala mixture is unique to Tamil Nadu” because
of “its heavy dose of political content that is grounded in the factional realities of South lndia;1
politics” (1994: 12). Tamil masala thereafter has conscientiously evolved into a contemporized
form that includes and excludes political acts from the past, eschewing Tamil nationalism but
“holding onto populist agenda and linguistic patronage. Although to differentiate Tamil masala
from B.ovllyw"ood masala, the component of performance emerges as a distinguishing element
between cinematic cultures of North and South. The perception of Tamilness for the Hindi
speaking pobulatioﬁ of India is by the way of Tamil films - plots, fight sequences, music and
dance and ‘kuthu’ demeanour etc.t | will fuminate over this aspect again in detail when
discussing.the notion of ’Tamilneés’,méndatorily»inscribed ‘in: star narratives. For now, it is
important to understand that Témil»masala is ’uniqlue to its cultural context and what is p'oséibbly
understbdd as -Tamil culture by: the North Indian masses'is' done so-with a’condeécending

outlook.

JIndian ‘popular cinema has its roots in :Indian"mythology and ancient traditions: of

theatre and art. The visual spectacle in Indian films dates back to the:tradition of folk drama

¢ Khthu isa shorteni.ng of the word dappan'khthu. Dapbén’kdthd is dappa + kuthu. The'kivnd of dance thé
the poor (or the 'masses’) engaged in impromptu mostly beating some 'dappa’ or box, a cheap drum at
best. Y ‘
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there music, dance, and extravagant costumes were popular. Indian audiences are supposed to
know their films — what to expect and what to appreciate. As Manjunath Pendakur explains,
- they are predisposed to watch the same story in every film, and they go to the cinemas to “see
how the [same] formula uﬁfolds, how clever the director is in coming up with twists and turns to
the. plpt, and how good the songs, dances, and fights are.” fhe ;pectators are attentive to “not
the tale,” but more importantly, “the telling of the tale” ‘{1993: 11). While this assessment could
well be empirically supported, its veritability is debatablg, as it éould reflect an elitist perception
of the masses’” consumption of popular cinema. In this regard, lPratt makes a noteworthy point
that Indian popular cinema is neglected for the films of Ritwirk Ghatak or Satyajit Ray because
they are/were advertised as “worthy of attention by the Indian upper c]assés.” +he:écts of
pre‘suming ‘masala’ to be the only source of escapisf entertainment for the poor, or that MGR’s
fqllowers are so dim-witted as to not see ‘through his duplicitous leadership, borders :on
orientalist ‘views where the West considered East as indulgent.in unmitigated pleasures,like
drugs, paganism etc that took them far from reality (1994:13). ance my study will also cover star
fandonﬂ,a later chapter will deal with the ethical issue of sﬂpeaking‘ for the masses ‘and the
difference between fans and general"spectator groups. In line yvith Pratt’s argumenf} | contend
that academic preferences for studying bBollywood -over ‘other’ equally important regional
cinemas could also be due to a svi‘milar elitist thrust apart from'é'ausétives like Hindi nationalism,
regionalism and the economic dominance by Northern India in terms of film distribution.. o

. Tl'\uja’ fnésala genre 6penly céiefs tﬂo‘ ‘”p:r‘imai'ily‘ é:f/aAmily\:rﬁa‘rkét. Film br&duc;ers étténﬁpf to
make films‘t.hat appeal to all agé gr-c:)uvp‘)siiwithi‘h th:e' fémiiy, bymlxmg all kindé of ihgredients
suitable for different sectors. Genre films like horror and thriller are rérely made because of
 their inability to cater to a large variety of audiences. Variety and hybridity are underscored in

the origins and causal factors of the masala narratives. The masala genre of popular cinema'is
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manufactured as “an industrial product that aims to please the large masses and their changing
tastes” (Pendakur 12). The basic arrangement of masala films is closely tied‘to the expectations
of the spectators. Steve Neale enumerates that "geﬁres do not consist of films: they consist also,
and equally, of specific s?stems of expectation and Hypothesis which spectators bring with them
to the cinema, and which interact with filnﬁs themsélves during the viewing process” (1990: 46).
Therefore, the masala category‘.issnot a mere collectivg of, films,'\‘but the organising genre for
audience  expectations.: The ‘mass appeal of this genre links with star appeal, and thereby
promotés the use of the cinematic medium to achieve, maintain and enhances one’s stardom.
Like other gehre films, masala genre films are a hotbed of moral .and mythical tales that
reinforce dominant ideologies. The masala genre matrix is best suitable for the propulsion of the
star image. Star films clearly dictate consumption of star texts by adopting the masala genre.
The structure of narrative in these fflms projects the male star as the ‘one’, assimilating the
star’s idiosyncrasies. The ordinary man as a hero with ‘superhuman’ powers leads the people
away from misery to joy. Every aspect of the narrative revolves around the hero’s life — actions,
reaction§ and solutiéns. The incredibility of the star’s characterisation raises quéstions about the
kind of verisimilitude established by the} star ge‘nfe. It is safe to conclude that the masala genre
acts a platform for other genres, with at least strong emphasis on a single element or theme. For
example, Vijay’'s ‘Kaavalan (Bqdyguard 2011) (was:releasedj after .a series of moderate hits,
pushing the star to try ‘new genres.’ Of course, breaking way from the old is only a pfetext, as
Vijay himself confesses that despite the fact that romance was script’s central subject, he ha;d to

add some “Vijay elements” like action, dialogues and mass heroism (“Vijay on'Kaavalan’s”). = -

P

The Genre Quéstioﬁ
1 have coined the term"siér film’ for the purpose of this study, however, industrial

references include ‘mass. film’, action film’ or just the star’s name as the film’s label. Star films
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refer to films which are distinctly identified by the film star acting in them. While it would be
appropriate to call them a Rajin‘ikanth or Vijay starrer, as is corﬁmonly expressed in Englishb
language, Rajini padarﬁ (Rajni film) or Vijay padam (Vijay film) is how they are referred to in the
regional language, Tamil. Vernacular references are important for this study -- for instance,
some ardent fans of Rajinikanth would colloquially refer to his films as thalaivar padam, which
- translates to leader’s film. So when one mentions thala::va (usually. enun;iated as an endearing
call to the star), it is understood they are referring to ‘Superstar’ Rajinikanth. So the generic
labels iike Rajini'fflm or a Vijay film:suggests thé star as the film’s constituent element. This
feature recalls Neale’s argument on the need to examine generic. dominants and avoid linear
focus on whole genres; genres have common elements, but it is the dominant element’s
presence in a collection of films that group them under a specific genre. Simiigrly, though MGR,
Rajinikanth and'Vijay films sha(g many na;rrativ‘eAand id’ecv)‘lolgicai markers, ’their films are _still
uniqqe from eaéh other. A Rajini’filnj and V‘ija:y ﬁlm will ﬁot bé exact copies, but thﬁey sha.re‘ R
congenial inkﬂueknces’ and intertext,uél r}efe»_‘réﬁcesvwith the déminant s’tar rﬁ.odelv. Nvgale’s‘ call for
g.mphasis on a revised approact:vh m ‘g‘em-”‘e“stqdiesr, focu‘ses‘m_c?re: on individual gengric element;
t‘bha‘n i.mi.iyidualvg‘eAn’revs - w_hat makgs a gepre a're its gen_eric domi,niar‘it.s‘.‘ The %t_ar gen\r“e:‘ precis?ely
ﬁts this ;riterioﬁ; The over-‘ar.c'hir‘]’g"pr'e‘seyn_ce of tﬁe sfafis‘the‘gepervi‘c\dcg)minan‘t of t‘h_e’star
genre. Additiénally, .I w‘ish A"cok nuénc_e my\ own arg‘u‘mker‘j't'a‘-bqult thg idéntii"ied géneric ’Iat}el -
Rajinikanfch film oer‘ijay fi[mz Tami'l ybfilms}ivn. ";Y;en’eral are comrﬁ‘only.regogn‘ised by. the éctor, for
instance‘,‘Ajikth film, Si_mbhu fiim ‘o‘r"VVij‘gykanth fllm etc;\{vhich means the précticg i; not limite:d‘
to sﬁtars.of:t'he. highe;t ste[.I’arb basg, bg.t;;to gt.her.actor“sk,».a]suwell. I benli’eve that:fhe factualkusage
does not necessarily nullify my fhesis, fér the_ reason tﬁ_at the trend of labelling films after actors,
up' _anq coming st:a_rs kan»d ster stars reveals the larger trend of proclivity tbwardsv star centric

films - the stér gehre. So actors who have’;beco”me stars have acted in films devoid of the star
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formula, nevertheless, stars like Rajinikanth and Vijay, after reaching a certain milestone in their
stardom curve, have chosen to stick to formu!aivc‘performances and.vehicles. The newer actors
frequently test the star film mode in spite of having started out with different filmographies. For
example, Surya, another popular actor, who was performing. ‘character’ roles that supposedly
dernand_ed superior acting skills, in stories that have ‘realist’ and reduced' masala inputs, made a
lﬁlm titled Singam (The Lion) (2010) which subscribed to the star film template from punch
dialogues to hyperbolic heroism closely resembling Vijay films. The generic tag of star/actor film
as a general practice exposes the cultural framework in which actors are always recognized as
potential stars and even future ‘leaders’ with great mass following. Keeping in mind that cultural
dispositions and oarticularities are closely tied to this study, it is worthwhile to get introduced to

some associated with cinema.

| _famil cinema, e\ren amohg othersouth Ihdiah film ihduStrres; is notorious torfotIoWihg 5
unique tradition o'fupAitchihgstori‘es. ;Usuollltyr,‘ it‘”‘is the diirector‘vwith a‘ preoared script/story who
either seeks aiorodu‘cer ora star (ar‘\:tt.‘or).7 In the rirst case, if the’direct‘or‘s scriot impresses the
oroducer by showmg promlsmg srgns of proflt then, with the Iegrtlmate standmg of the
producer stars are sought ThlS practlce is lumque to the lndlan frlm mdustry whose productloh
system is maihly run by a number of indiwdual. finahmers (Pendakur 33). In the'case where a
directo'r’ s scriot proves successful ir\ ettrecttné' a‘s’tarrl to a oroject, the star’s celll sheet can .then
be"deployed to secure fundsfor filvnrhoroduction."%ln hoth‘cases, the di:‘rector ”goes through
.repe'e'tedk story-t:et'l'iné.sessioh‘s wrthdlfferent :intereste‘d"oarties. Of'these sessions,v the hﬁost
cru;c.i._el“’is with the star hlmself Th|s pr/a‘cticle is :v's./idely' k‘howh andhas ‘als‘o' been mocked aind

reproduced in many Tamil films. A scene from Satyaraj's film, Mahanadigan (Great Actor, 2004),

7 In this example, | talk about a first-time director to elaborate .industry procedures.. An established
director with a bag of few successful films will not have issues in seeking producers. Stars are usually the
. hardest employees to secure for both directors and producers.
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illustrates the terms in use that are recognised by the audiences.'8 The film, on a brdader level, is
a satire of_thé nexus betWeen Tamil cinema and politics. The scene has Satyaraj playing an
‘established,” sought after actor, listening to two different directors who pitch their stories,v
cbmpeting against each 6ther to capture his interest; The first director comes up with a tragic
story (mocking ‘realist’ films in Tamil), and the starrlose‘,s’ even the little interest he had when he
learns the ‘hero’ wduld be cast as a.40 year old. The sgcond director pitches a ‘masala’ story,
and tries to encapsulé\te ;hé film’s entire theme with'a few specific details: the actor will be cast
as a 16 year old school‘student who is introduced with a fight sequence to save the 17 year old
heroine frorﬁ miscreants, immediately followed by a ‘duet’ song in Dubai. When the actor is very
impressed beéause of its ’yo‘uth orientedness’ the first director interrupts to pitch anothe.r story.
He tells‘a story of a mo'gher in labqur who gives ‘birfch to a child yvith thun‘aerorus musick and
wailing to a supernova effect, iny tovfihd the baby/ born is the hero himself in full adult size.
lmmediately,'the_ actor changes_his d,e‘(’:ision and approves the first director’s story. This scene
Lb‘rings, out many _i’mpo'rt’an‘t points with regard to the star g_en’re.9 Firstly, the actqf's sta‘r sta_tus is |
the goyernir{g‘factp"r. ’inx‘_films; secondly, the last two St‘O‘ITiES are star conscious and not nar__rat_iye
- conscious i.e., the _story-:in-"narfationvis tailor-madé to the starfs massive persona ‘(yovung‘ and
.strong)- The "g?neric :do_rninantf’ in__t_’he:se_'srtqr’ies_ is,_the §t§r (Nﬂeale  66), and _therefqre thi#
’p’rbactibce alludgs to ‘the genre thepry pringi/plAe” that genre conscigg; story exe;utipn .goye‘rns
genre film-making (Altman_ 14). (Thg diTECtPFS:FU the scene _do not_i use Iabel; ;I»ikepl"omance,
comedy or thr_iller, they qnly emplgyﬁter’r:r‘l"%;lik‘e storry._c‘)ra su‘pjegt, implyi/ng that‘ the masa‘l‘a
formula wo_rks'without standardi;qd gqn,r’eiboundaries, The scene :also high'!ights: th»e”assumgd

relationship between the industry and the film audience - especially, when the sec_c)nd director

8 Satyaraj is a star in his own right. He has emerged as a star in the ‘revisionist masala genre’ films.
® The particular scene also discusses relationship between stars and directors, commenting on the
concomitance of "cinéma d'auteur" genre. ‘
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overtly plans to surprise the audience by introducing a song where he claims the‘aﬁdien\ce
would not expect one. Revisionist casting of the star genre indicates thaf its descriptive tags are
caught in a delusion of words are collaborative with institutional and publie discourses.
, According to Rick Altrnan “If it i; nqt define.d‘by the_. industry_end recogni;ed by the mass
audience, then'it cennot be a genre, becae‘seyﬁlm genree are by deﬁnitien not justk ;cientiﬁcally
derived or theoretica!ly construed eetegories,/but are ’a!ways indus}triavllyyeertifiecii a_nd,public_ly
ksha‘r.e_d_’f '(19_99:’1:6). A filr_n n)ade for the pu.blic directly covmmen‘ts on the genre an_d its ppliticsf
The pnoduct‘ion_ ‘is conseious of ‘the consumer’s awareness signallingishared’ recegnilti;onv of the

star genre between the producers and the consumers.

Defining Genre

_In interrogating the aesthetfcs and ideological components of .popular genres, Steve
Neale,engages with the terminological significance of the word ‘genre’, and its applieation to
films in: “Questions of Genre” ‘(1990:62).«His» last 'inquiry will be my first in this chapter to
unqerstand the different definitions 10f genre, and then to delineate its meanings in concordance
with the proposed star genre in Tamil film texts. Genres function as systematic mechanisms
assorting ﬁlms’ into diffe'rent' types or categories. So where does the ‘star genre\; fit in the
cIassvific‘atory nor‘m.? }How qees the cnosen group»o‘f fllms qualify 'und‘erra genre?A Sjnce an enti.re
‘quylof‘ wokr_k in genre theory and film, so 'fa:r, has lecafed itself eround ,H?"VW°°.d genres, Tamil
films to be scrutinised under tne framework of the star genre :y_villb require a genre deﬁnitionthat
yvjll ‘ havve to transcend, first, e:u[tural speeificiti_ee and Iater_ his‘tor’iea'l and contemporary
relevance of Western theeretical corpus. Jim Kit;es’tdefines genre as ;’a varied end flexible
structure, a thematically fert.ilelancj“ambvig'upus worl!d: of historical material shot _through with

archetypal elements which are themselyes ever in flux” (qtd in Tudor 2003: 4). A combination of



17

meta-narratives and meta-memes of film marketing works with the changing world of different

media to bring about and maintain (universal) genres. -

Garin Dowd ‘(2(')06) in his. intrdduCtidn to Gen.re Mbtteré in ‘Theory‘and Criticisrﬁ begins his |
investigation of ori(g‘ihs'of genreﬁ b.y if;vbkiﬁg Jaéﬁes Dérridé, Gillylles beiedié, Michel Foucéult and |
Aris‘tbtle'ar.non'g ma ny 6théks. If Fd:uc—’alijly;cfatt\l:ilﬁuteé thé tenden‘cy‘tdwé rds cla‘sSiﬁc;tion é's'a pkért
of our. huméﬁ ”histo‘r\y ;of'lburd‘e}"l ér hurhta:nr‘résbonse *.'to;differénﬁafe:"things by kind and kto
éa‘taldgﬁe them into categories, Derrida understands the genre/;esture as the “assumption of a
hermeneutic right and cOmpetehce," which Déleuze further draws out as the:"symptomatology’f
of genre and that which calls for a new direétion in genre studies — to trace “singular symptoms
6r signs rather than geﬁeral forms. Dowd, then, éffirms Affstotle's exemplarity as ‘exemption or
exclusion” that which includes an ‘extraordinary’ (11-12). This shift in focus from ‘plural to
singular’ also reflects changes in approaches used in genre. studies. How do we determiné a
gen'rE?J Do we .identify its signs or:its whole form? Is there a movement from plufality to
singularity, 'énd= then a different plurality . structural plurality to coﬁceptual singulafity to
interactional plurality? .. ...

"Geﬁefié ﬁtfjalificaf:idr;s"; : Hov»; &oe; VSta.l"'l;ecérhe Gcgenré?' A

" For Rick Al‘tymér'f gevnéric‘quglifit‘étiohé follow a set of rules With ‘the'ﬁnderétaﬁding that
' ichése;qVUaIAiﬁciatio ns are not the law and that ”éyenr'ei déSignations:évre‘ impbsé{i/‘rétrospéCtiVely,” I
will anélyzé the star genre (D;);Nd 14) .S‘tér:'grevhré satisfies the first criterion that each film is |
made with a “recognizable generic bI_u}eprint‘."fk,A’goc}d‘-willed.hero, usually with a rags-to-riches
story, defeats the villains, saves the day for the people and wins the love of the heroine. This
. basic blue-print is ‘innovatively’ varied in scores of films produced in Tamil Nadu. The sgqond
criterion’is a “genre structure.” The male star is the basic structure of the star genre films. He is

the super-central protagonist of the film, and most.of the films are titled after the characters’
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names. The audience not only recognize the film as a Rajinikaﬁth film, the ”generié label,” they
also raise expectations according to the estabvlishevd norms of the genre, thereby acknowledging
the “genre contract.” The star génre qualifies as a legitimate film genre in accordance to the
dimensions enumerated by Altmani(1999: 17). But it is ~not enough that | draw straight
comparisons to imposed criteria and leave it at that. The genre question is a complex one that
requires an open-ended ‘answer'addressing the-intrica?eiprocess involved in the making of a
genre. . |

- éta’rv ‘gen‘fe 'isA bésfadeséribéd vas‘ béing ihvlb'l\k)ed.\'inb ‘m"L’JItip‘I"e Ivevéié; of.fintéractio.n ('Neale‘ 1990
56')1.‘Ne:aike'pUts fbfth three levels: the level of éxpéctatfon, the level of‘t‘he“génclevri’g corpus, and
thet level of ‘fules’ or ’norims"that gbvern bbth. l'r‘1'addition to thesé levels, star ge"nr‘ey kes;tablishes‘
few more: tl'ioexlevel'of audAiéncé‘s;' 'kno‘wleydge: of the ‘st'a;"ﬁ éff-scfeén statﬁré, ahd the level of the
star’s pdlitiéa‘l ihsp‘irétionsv. Thé fh'ih line between tﬁcne‘oni-s’creen a’ndv off-screen irﬁages“(;f the
Star's’in Témil Nadu éffects the ove”r'all fértiliz'ation:of' What cc’)m‘es\to’ be Vrecc'igniyz'vevd: aks the étaf
breed.' The a&d?—t‘ov-sta.r‘ .ubward r‘no‘vement |s Iéfgely detérr,rll‘i:néd by the kfnd of 'politicayl profile
én .Sétbf buuldsfor Shifnself, which is 'm.dst comm'c.)r’lly 'inﬂru‘ein’ced by 'tre‘hds“setb by“st‘ars and
pblitiéal Ie’éaers,f'aﬁd fhe vﬁai Co‘mvkz)o‘nent lcor}mé‘ct‘ing thesé t_W6 fieldé is the mhass;es: ciﬁema
' and pc')llitibcs byr‘gan:ikse the peopie; Tvamivl. Einémé >islaA éohééﬁed pubylic. ékéréisé‘. Thus :‘w‘e téﬁ
lécaté ‘star genr’e:‘ésja gé‘né‘ri‘é r-'e'gin‘ie thatls "bc;th‘ ih;iae, and ‘o:u/tis:i‘de, 'th'é‘ c‘i’her.l‘”ua";" the kfnc; o f
,ige:nresk Neél_e in\«/i’tés':g\en;é analy/slté»to\id’eyntify (66) o | |
ﬁgnre as a process: Repeti"cion‘ and Yarigtiqn qf t:he Star Eoirrzn;u!a

Altman (1999) statesb that genres tend to have “clear, stable identities and borders,”

énd'tha't th.e‘ “individual films beIAOn'gi \;\}Holly and permanently to “single genre” (18). Thisv iS
applicabléﬂy |f I.ndi'éht ‘cinékma's. most popt]lar ’gle.nre z thé rr;ésalé genre b—;iék cor;sidé'fed éé th:é

“single genre” that encohﬁbasses other self-contained diversions and foci; the star'geh‘re‘ will
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then ‘belong to’ or ‘be a member of’ its collective. In the same book, Altman re-examines and
alters some of his arguments from his earlier’vessay A Semantic/Syntactic approach to Genre
(207: 215).- It is here that Altman’s acknowledgement of diversified audiences for genres'brings
him closer to Steve Neale's integral idea that “genres are not systems: they are processes of
systematisation” (Neale 1980:.51). Though AItmah’s acceptance of genre as a process is initially
reserved and limits the ‘process’ to two kinds - céteggrisation of types and: consolidation of
-cycles, later on he identifies genre as “multidiscursive” and “multicoded” allowing some kind of
processual - culmination of different viewers (Altman 65). This' fortifies ‘Steve Neale’s
conceptualization of the genres “as processes that are marked by repetition and by _diffevrence,_
variation and change” (1990: 56). Though M.G. Ramachandran’s, films weré narrativised
differently and belonged to a different cycle in Tamil cinema, they are signifii:antly tied to rthe
current mode of star geﬁre films of Rajinikanth and Vijay. Furthermore, it can be argued that
Rajinikanfh films and Vijay films are sub-genres to an established genre, considering that the
star genre is star-specific as well. One star’s films are different'from the other; variations in star
images utilise différent forms of narrative, in spite of common industrial and ideological
strategies;and:goals. Therefbre, MGR’s films could easily qualify as: Thomas Schatz’s “generic
- prototype” \;vhich Altman explains gs “genres [that] were typically set in place on an industrial
model: create a prototype, put into production, and continue tq produce the new product as
long as it‘sells" (1999: 20). The preﬁenf cycle of star films seem to follow this productioﬁ model.
With every box-office hit, a similar film is set to scripting and filming in less than a month of the
successful film’s releasé —thé guaranteed by the masa!a fqrim’glai |
Spectatorship, Verisimilitude and Identification
| - . Critics and scholars have argued that the mixture of elements from different genres is

aimed at providing a sense of fulfillment, of experiencing all emotions and letting him/her
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escape ‘reality’ in the process. The film  industry manipulates spectator-text. dynamics by
maintaining cinema as an illusion simultaneously projecting it with the ‘real’. This interspersing
of oppositions.is said to provide the ‘best foer of entertainment’. Verisimilitude, -as Neale puts
it, involves probability wherein a narrative’s likelihood is sustained by the “systems- of
expectation and hypothesis” (46). Producers of star genre films constantly push the boundaries
of credibility. In Sura (2010), a Vijay film, the herois fr'om the fishermen community. After a
cyclone in Chennai fishermen who went missing are rescued and brought back to the shore by
" the government. All are rescued but one. A large crowd of people gather around the rescue
workers, demanding that they find the missing man -:Sura (Vijay’s character name in the film
m‘eaning ‘shark’). The crowd goes on to sermonise about Sura’s deeds and power, and broclaims
that his survival alone is tantamount to everyone else’s, beéause he is vital for the survival of all
people — the hero is the God incarnatg the masses cannot live without. The district collector
pacifies the desperate people: “if all of you with such a good‘,in'tention want that good person
[Su’ra] to live, he will definitely come to life”. Immediately, a'cut is made‘t:o the'sea. We see two
hands joined together like a spear-jutting out of the water, followed by the rest of Vijay’s body.
He literally flies out from mid-sea, and swims the last stretch to reach a shore bf peo\ple rushing
towards their hero. A .fan video recorded during the film’s screening shows how k;aenly the
audience reacts to the patronising dialogues () They go hysterical watching their star do the
flying-fish stunt. What is the audience really doing here? Do its members really believe Vijay ca.nr
- do that or are they celebrating the possibility of a superman like their s¢reen hero? |

Neale érf‘lp;havéisés‘xthvat Tzvetan .'Elv'odérov'é tWo k|nds of .\T/eris.imil'i‘tine? gérne-rickanid
.;,of:ial/éUitbféf vefisimilit’udes, 6verlap auvnd' |n most ééées: sidéstéb each othéf. He‘maké‘sktm'/;)‘
7 iiml:;srta‘ht : poihté wnth r’eg‘(érd.‘td the tensi‘or;"creat.e(.i' due to the tr‘an-sgr’e}ssior; of reglmes of

verisimilitude and their impéct on the kp'ublic.‘ First,- he points out that, génerit régi‘mes of
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‘verisimilitude‘are already public in"natﬁre-in.the form of "public opinion.” When: the two
regimes blend, they do so in “public disc’ourse,"’ therefore becoming a combined form of
‘knowledge available as public opinion again. Also, he remarks that the ingredients that make up
“these regime‘s have served the purpose of attracting audiences, again, taking recourse to the
public space (1990: 48). From the recorded response fér the introduction scene in Surg, it can Be
inferred that audieﬁce as consumelrs have their‘pale'Etes conditioned‘fby‘circulatory/ ‘public
opinion’ on star films. They could be consuming the presented verisimilitude in a state of double
awareness of: ‘reality’ and ‘cinematic reality’. In the state of the ‘real’, the audience are
conscious‘ of watching a Vijay film. In a parallel state, they move away from the role. of the
spectator to becbming Vijay’s fans, more importantly, they become the ‘mass’ that/pleads with
the rescue workers to search for Sura. By becoming characters themsehfés, they facilitate
‘incredible star narratives or fictions. The transformation here, | contend is different and perhaps

" more nuanced from identification as some spectatorship theorists suggest (Metz‘ 1975; Mulvey
. 1975). ‘Star film spectatorshi‘p does not rest with viewérs identifying themse.lves as the hero,
alone. As Judith M‘ayne (1993) argues,’ cinematic identification based‘ on shifting positions is
“fragile and unstable .as identity itself” (27).: The spectator-star (textual).relatioﬁs in Tamil
cinema (allso Telugu and Kannada cinema)L ar.e not confined to the assumption thth the spectator
would identify m‘ost closely with a character like him or herself. Whether or not there isato
and fro or inward/outward movement of the screen, the viewers are playing the rolé of fans,
who are,. in éct.uality'realised ipto the cin:'erria\tiq 'skpa“cref.’ Thi; p'roce‘sv'_syo»f rea/isatioh exp]ains wh_y
heroes choose to break the fourth wa;II and talk d‘i,rc.e"c‘tl-y‘bto‘the' audience in the middle of thé
4 ‘film; often asking questions such as, “Who’s your loyal .friend?”.the cinerﬁa audience generally
. 'requnds with “you are”. Even though the film’s main plot, Sﬁra as the chosen leader of the

fishihg hamlet is allegorical of Vijay’s political ambitions (to govern the state of Tamil Nadu), the
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crowd and the éudience are cast as the star’s cause — the Tamil people. This is done even more
so —more emphatically and directly — in song sequences. Audience as abstraction materialises as .
narrative components. The ahdiences accumulate an ‘identity’ by way of being star fans.
Identification for Diaha F‘uss (1995) is: “a process that keeps identity at a distancé that prevents
identity from ever approximating the status of an ontological given, even és it makes possible
the formation of an illusion of identity as immediate, sec'hre, and totalizable” (2). From the Sura
example, it can be deduced that the ‘process’ involves the audien;e first being addressed as fans
and later realised into becoming the masses.. It is plausible to see the star authorizing a process
of conversion where the audience move towards a desirable ‘illusion’ that might have no real
basis. Fuss’s idea of “identity -at a distance” has limited application only up until the.ﬁlm's ehd.
The newly formed fans enjoy their star perform for them but they are also hiéhly aware of the
physical and psychical distances between them and the screén.‘ | believe that they consciously
allow for the identification process as they might be holding two identities simultaneously — one
of the fan and the other being one of the mass beneficiaries of the star’s deeds. The identity
formed a“t'a distanée is no longer deceptive for the reason that.the fans engage in actual fan
identification: process by becoming active members of fan 6rganisations. Hypothefically, they
become fans inside the cineh1a hall and once outside function as fans, consequently moving the
identification process outside the cinematic space...." - .
Star Genre a_nhl :G\ehd‘er |
l ;[W]:'e\hlio:bk at the world through -the: ideas of male sexuality. Even

when not looking at male sexuality, we are Iooklng at the world within
its terms of reference. (Dyer 1993:89)

“Alarge amount of gender discussion in genre discourse has 'been discussed in terms of
reading styles that pertain to reading’ literature/novels (Gerhart 1992; Russett 2009)."In film

studies, I'have recognised the use of two approaches to genre/gender discussion. First, certain
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genres have ingredients that have gendered the films’ reception (e.g. melodrama movies as the
‘woman’s film’) and secondly, that of gender politics surrounding the central protagonist(s) of
the film (e.g. Thelma and Louise, The Terminator). Patriarchal narratives are normative to most
.films in Tamil orl Indian cinemas. The male hero‘is an important character in almost all Indian
film;. Masculinity and its underpinned male sexuality are pronounced variables of the star genre
because the films heavily revolve around the male star.;The celebration of masculinity in these
films differs slightly from-the ‘hypermasculine’ market of Hollywood, especially from the
stardom :shared by stars Iike:Arnéld Schwarzenegger and Sylvester Stallone.. Although they
mimic Arnold’s attitude and replicate Bruce Lee stunts, the masculinity of MGR, Rajinikanth and
/\}Iijay, very rarely involves mus;culature,' and is more to do with displays of manly courage. Barry
keith'-Grant ;explair‘\s .that'some film genres like action and adventure films offer . fast-paced
narratives with physical action such as chases, fights, stunts, crashes and explosions, and in most
cases at the expense of ‘the narrative flow and character development (Grant 2007: 83). Star
‘film‘sb di.splaybsgch male pdwer as they don the role of the protector who redeems innocent
béoblé (hls (')wn_,far"nily or his Iove interest) from s\ot\j:{iyal“ev’il. In order tq bring out a sensaﬁonalist
effec';, the star genre 3”9‘”? for action her}oismy to‘int:e_rsecrt’ with mélod ramatic e‘Ié’rr\ients of the
fgmily. Lindal Wikl!i‘a_‘m‘s e_xp!ain's’ that me’lodra‘ma;can gmtjpdyd@fferen‘t kinds of films t:h‘abt are
“marked by “Ia'pyskes”_ink »re.alv’ism, vby ‘excesses’ of spect‘a,ctlje_» and‘disp‘q‘lay,’s‘ io‘f primal, even iqfantile,
e_mofciqns, and by narratiyes thatﬁseevm_ cjrgulgr and ,reptyetit{i\/‘ef"(:2003: ’143,)' This, expléins how
| masculiknlity on show goes hand inwhanq wnth sel.j':c:i;rr:)gn‘t;alzisty,v;halleﬁr_)gi‘ng asgu_meq gender typing
of audiences‘_with regard to melodramgtig a“t’t_’rjpgt_e’s.Alsg,:;t:he star genre na.lrravtive presents
slo_vcigjl 4prob|ems/that fche hero tackles Eand “tlr.iumphs_ oye‘_r?»Williams”‘ proposition jthat“”ea_ch
déplqyme_nt of sex, violence, and emofion is a g::ultural form of prob»lem ksolving;‘:el.:;achA draws

upon related sensations to address its problems” directly applies to the star films’ form (152).
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Returning to Dyer’é idea that we tend to use male sexuality as a frame of reference in reading all
discourses, he also identifies the syn'gax of storytelling (as before the discourse on the camera’s
voyeuristic poéition) as inherently masculine (118). Film texts of male stars do not even avoid -
explicit sexist overtones. Women who are the rewards, along with evil-doers of the society,
provide the occasion for male sexuality in star films. The hero is pitted again;t all the oppressive
elements of Indian society — indu;trialists, smugglers, politicians, gangstefs, rogue police officialé
and so on. In this process of exce_ssive display of masculyin‘ity,(mee&r'\.are ‘dollsn o’r‘sequbjgcfcs.
The hero might advise the»:he‘rdir"\e on 'h'ei"_ irﬁnﬁpfaly ways (e;g. seejn‘vg’"s‘kiimpilybc‘la;i é_s ‘k‘rs‘luttk_y’).,
but, in the same film, rq]es of morality set forth earlier do not a:’pply in S;J'ngs.“ Pendakur
‘ describes thi‘s aspect of Indian cinema - sqppressed sexuality, as akin to erotvic’ foreplay. The star
genre ends up reinforcing 'patriarcha!rtraditions _.that assign a particqlar spé;‘é‘ to male, female,
and ofher:'mgmpers of Indian society (169). All thesg dimensions of the male-centered narrative,
and benefits re;apedfqr stardom will be explored in the next chapter.
I\vllétya‘-r’nyth:Star and Genre |

- “In Power of Myth, Joseph Campbell (1991) comes ub with a ‘spiritual’ definition of myth '
as clues to experience life (4). Myth, all Qver.fhe world tells us stories about exper\iencing life.
Roland Barthes describes. myth:as a “system of communication” that mediates betWéen the
message and the way the message is delivered. He emphas;ises thaf "’myth cannot possibly be aﬁ
‘object, a concept, or an idea; it is a mode of signification, a form” (1972: 109-110). Myth does
not répresent facts but rather human history thyrovu"gh motivation, purpose and analog'y.,Like
literature, films are mythologicai syst§h1$,‘ Ainhva};i‘fed‘ by_ péOple-'rhade myths akb:o‘rut’ man aﬁd
other entities. Genre films are'”brime instéhéés of ﬁiéSéme;d‘i'ated lcbnterﬁporai'y trutﬁ.” Liké
Cljjlturall myths, "‘g’enre“ rﬁoﬁe; tend to beill'ead as ritualized endorsements pf dominant idlgglogyf'

(Gran_t 2007: 29). Likewise, the star genre .'pvroplagat_es capitalist ideolo‘gyAfunnelIed: through
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populist fiction where an individual backed by the ‘right’. motivations and intentions could
overcome any difficulty or obstacle posed by the enemy who is a hindrance to the society at
large. As mentioned earlier, star films maintain the status-quo of the powerful and powerless,
instructing the latter to wait for the ‘one’ (the hero) to solve their problems. The presence of the
multi-facéted, ultimate hero is the. nucleus of :any. mythical  tale. This is- summarised in

Campbell’s description of the hero: =

A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into region of

- supernatural wonder: fabulous forces. are there .encountered and a

decisive victory won: the hero comes back from the mysterious

~ - adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man. (1972:
30)

It cannot be denied that the mythical status of the hero in star films contributes to the mythical

status of the star. ’I'-fdgar Morin 'exbla'ins that the star is born when the actor and his character

converge to construct one and other; the process of “divinization” occurs on the “same mythic

I)l

level” (2005: 29-30). So whére do ‘genre’ and ‘star’ locate themselves:individually? Is genre a

myth? Is star a myth? Myth, as a body of work, is considered as a “narrative genre” (Coats i983:

10). VGer;u'e(f_iIm-m:aking is compared to .“cultural myth-making” (McConnell 1979), and the

concept.of genré as a filmic system is characterised like that of myth (Schatz 97). Ger:re, then, is

' an organising mythic structure that emulates mythical tenets. The idea of genre as a discourse

that is (mutually) exchénged between the producers and the consumers, classifies as a myth.
Barthes believes myth is a speech act that |s }

. made of a material which has already been worked on so as to make it

suntable for communication: it is because all the materials myth

(whether pictorial or wrltten) presupposes a signifying consciousness,

‘that one can reason about them while dlscountmg their substance
(110) '

Genres are identified and transmitted through the spoken and written word, and go through a

continual process of signification. Especially in the world of new age transmission of
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information, there is bound to:be unprecedented reduction of text. Information has become
cryptic by the way of microcosmic communication. The meaning of’vgenre and the way it relates
to a_film is used much more liberally in communication where there is little space for
qualification or ’correction. Film genre is a similar textual system that is set to an order and
purpose of ”sbecifié communicative function.” While on one hand it is"a commerdial pro‘du'c't
enjoying popularity nurtured by the audience and the cirjéma's agents, on the other hand genre
film 'i’re"preSehts a distinct rrtiariifestatidh‘ of 'c':o.nté‘n{ﬁporary sbci’etY’s basic mythic impulse,: its

desire to confront elemental conflicts inherent in modern culture while at same time

participating in the projection of an idealized collective \self-image” (Schatz 100). Genre is the

result of an innate mythic imbulse th:’it "governéd/gdverné ancient and modern societies. How
does the star configure in this mythical system? We will turn to Barthes’ conception of myth as a

semiological system.

Barthes explains that myth also consists of the triad: signifier, signified and the sign

(112). So if we are to consider the film star as semiological myth, the hero character in the film

and his righteous deeds would form the meaning and concept (signifier); the hero’s identity as

the protector and Ia‘rger-than-life star image would be the‘signified; and the together, the hero

‘status and cinematic identity forms the sign of the star. He also identifies myth as a peculiar

system that works on top of another semiological thread — “a second-order semiological

system.” This meta-level interaction ties in with my debate around genre and star as myth, and ‘

how it creates “double function” for the star genre (114-115). If genre and star are signs
(myths), the star genre as a product of signification, becomes the meta-myth — myth about a
myth. As Susan Weiner (2007) rightly observes, “myth was an effect of the human imagination

as it was lived in the world, and the star system was its ideal contemporary illustration” (33).
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Star phenomena are not rare occurrences and their partnership with myth organising genres is

no coincidence either.
Star image and Genre

John Ellis argues that tHe star image tends to be thought of as a static uhit like a photo
image. It cbmes toul‘ife.’,wit:h‘;:ine‘m;ticvpe/rformance. The cinema effecf enha.nc'es‘,the photo
effect and keeps lt fn cbnsfaht résbhancé (1992: 91). Ft;r Richard Dyef té)b, fhe sta‘rt imaé.e is a
culmination of -multiple media texts — “promotion, publicity, films and criticism ‘and
commentaries” (1998: 60). Though Dyer acknowledges that “films have a distinct and privileged
plyac‘e' in star’s image,” he dissects each of these text; separately (60-63). For Neale and Eliis films‘
form the foundational material on which the star image is built and circulated through_(1990i
48). Ellis describes the “narrative image” as “an idea of the film [that] is widely circulated and
promoted,” which is also a suitable answer to the question — ”WHat is the film like?” If the
narrative image is associated with the film performance which brings to Iife‘the staﬂr‘image‘, and
as Neale points out “genre is an important ingredient in any film’s:nérrative image,” the'n,‘ a
collective of rarrative images help 'form*th/e star image (1990:49). in the casé of the‘\strar genre,
wé understand that an' established star image helps ‘form the narrative image. Vijay’s films are
profnoted and publicised as h‘is'. films, i.e., all promotional materials focus on the star — his cut-
outs, close-ups, action‘trailers'ar;d TV interviews. The star image‘colla'pses into the harrative
image and vice-versa to produce the star genre. Contrary to Ellis’ theoriz‘atfon,’the star ihagé'of
Tamil stars is not “incomplete or 'péradoxical"; they do not depend on “film performance” alone
to become icons for the nérratiVe image (93). It can well be said that Tamil stars are not icons for

a genre, but they are the genre themselves.
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Star Vehiclés as Genre .

n all of,Dyer’s critical dissemination on:star theory, the concept of “star vehicle”.is
pertinent to the cinematic (after)life. of Tamil stars. He takes into account films that are built

around specific star images and suggests that:

" In certain respects a set of star vehicles is rather like a film genre such as the
Western, the musical, the gangster film. As with genres proper, one can discern

" across a star’s vehicles continuities of iconography, visual style and structure
(62) (emphasis added).

By 'rooogoiz.ing the potential for star vehicles tobe reoeived as a distinguishable film genre, Dyer
prooicts; ’logic.ally(and industrially sound trends’that could be a result of .star-genureb market
offiliations. Clearly, Tamil stars like Rajni and Vij‘ay feafure in films ”that exca\}ate tho n‘ar'rat_ive
image-star image combination, ca_refully to create a series of fil‘ms’ incorooratoo Wi;h consiotenf
star schemes that are oimilar in d.esign.bTo ‘Dyer.'s prelimina& o}iti‘n‘g vof star éenre, Andrew
Erftton’s sca‘t‘hing opp‘os‘i‘tio.n is of importance oere (199’1)‘. Ca[lfng it ao erroneous propos’ition,‘in
his‘ essay .f’Stars and Genre’; Britton argueo that “the oxistenceof ra'genre, and a (olatfon
betWeen genres, is a bprior conditioo of the [star] vehicle.” He fuv’rther‘ criticizes‘ Dye'r’s;
o‘lv)vsorvatvion( as “misleading” and “reductive” to perceive genre separoble from its narrative
content .ahd écou‘éé‘s Dyer:'of aporoéching g’ehfé stuolie'svin'cor'réctly ( 198 -19A9)l Much like his
gfyle of oggressive 5rguihg‘égains'tréstablished t‘heofélticail bo“sit.ionus‘, the’vocabolai'y used in this
essay limits the Scope. of the g’enre'sy‘stézm fo biases of industry, idé'olo‘gy' avnd\v film theory alone
" '(Zborowsl'<i12009: 1). Britton uses Hollywood "cir‘iévr"n}a as hié’ori‘ls‘/ﬁ ofudy sample in ways not
’p'r'acti’ced by other film theorists. Neale and byeyr",finzlspiftée‘of basing their theories on Hollywood,
are conscious not to ‘presévnt essentialist discourses in film' studies (Néale 1990: 45-46; Dyer
20045) Whereas Britton liberally e#trapolateS'his selective observations from Holleood and
overlooks the possibility for extraneous star imagery to govern genre in film cultures outside

American and British cinemas. Instead, he suggests the inverse: “star’'s work [does not]
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constitute 'a new generic entity, but demonstrates again the historical interpenetration of
genres” (203). His arguments are only partially valid since he discounts the aftermath of stardorﬁ
— its consequences on public spheres arranged through cinema. The inqlusive nature of star
genre in Séuth lndiaﬁ cinemas pu.t ‘Britton's thé;c,eﬁ fn ’a quandary. The’star film mode is a
phenomenon about two decades long considered {a;s a fraditidn after MGR’s success. Rajinikanth
‘and .Vijé’y‘s‘ star images h;é\/é”govve"rr{ed' a majority of thf:ir fi;ms;' and their off-screen and on-
sé?éeh'pérssﬁae" are not éhtirély diffé‘r;eni'.‘ ”‘fh’éﬂi‘r poliitic‘al ;‘b‘erSonaev’"é‘ré'ektehQioh§ df their
cinematic seIVeg" (Das Guip‘:ita 1991: 199).- In fflms they are pbftrayé;d as In;én"f_c.))r whorﬁ'péﬁplle’s
welfare is their foremost cbhcern, and in reality too, they, their families and fah associations
engage in 'philanthropit attivities f‘or"‘the :lymdverpri'vile'g'ed.'Theyk perform the réle 6f the ideal
citizen in cinema and in real life. In s'pit'e of having acted in films With variations in treatment of
the star formula, the film rarely alters their distinct star images (reiteration of the."repetitio“nv
and Variétion' principle‘ of genrés). In’fa'c't,'; inv fhe last ten years Vijéy hés refused many directors
with scripts that are likely to show him in ;iéw Iighf or lacked elements of a star film (“Vijay on

Kaavalan’s”).
SN

~ Britton, however, does not rgaligg that |n cq_unfcerir)g Dyer, he inva‘riably conflates genre
‘ with‘ star. Th‘oug\h. he assigns t.he‘ ‘former v\(v’ivtﬁ‘;tr'uctu:ral boWer to influence, what hé éctuélly
does is ‘repeatedly. indiéate tﬁat ‘texts of sfar and gehre enter ‘affective relationships
re-dist’ribt‘lting’ powe'rsv of Hicon>ié:ity‘ ‘ar-ldmcc'mmér’ci‘al \'/iab‘iAI‘i‘ty.ﬂ“So the» ‘(:yéa‘t‘lb'a'd’ictiéns »inu his
arguments inadvertently support Dyer’s ori;gina:I observation and this study’s thesis. Britton'
_recognises “genre as the film’s commodity fofrm,'% and that the star vehicle cdnfigurés as a “sub-
$ection Qf geﬁre" adding to the film’s status as icommodity (201). When stars themselves are

commoditized labels for films, predictably-thén, genre can appropriate star motifs as its
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determinants. Simply put, star genre practice in South India is a theoretically and practically

conceivable industrial phenomenon.
Locating the Old in New (and vice-versa): Relocating Genres in Tamil and Telugu Cinemas

More recent star and 'g‘enrvé "stua'ies? "cldseyly:reléVant‘td "the star genre findfngg
articulated above in'relation to Tamil cinerma are those of S.V. Srinivas’ ‘mass films’ ‘(F2009) and
Kumutha.n }'Méjderya’se (2010) “Angry Yoiun"gS Man’genre Srinivas’ book titled MEGASTAR:
Ch)'ranjéé\ii‘dhd“Télng’u Cinema after N.T. Rdma' Rao"’"eﬁ(pblore's' the high voltage ’r’élyavtionship
bétween stars'and fans, and cinema In the lives of peoplé,habiting the "n'ei:ghbé'uﬁng state of
Aéndhra.P'rédésh;’ 'noﬁh of’TamiI Nadu with 'thé”acfor-fufned bolitiéian Chiranj‘ee‘vi as a Easé
study. Nandamuru Taraka Rama Rao, popular‘ly"kn'dwnas NTR, a veteran actor in‘Te_Iubgu‘F’ilm
industry, best known for playing‘mythblogical ‘chara‘c.t"e;rs is the founder of the Telugu Desam
Party (TDP ~ Telugu National Party) and was the second film star to hold the post of Chief
Ministér of a State in India (_for. th‘re'e tefms from 1983 t6‘41'996‘)‘. In 2608, Chiranjee\)i Iau‘ncne;d
his own bnlitital kp‘arAty, the P.raja' Rajy’am' Party (PRP — People’s PoWér ﬁafty). While anaiogies c%n
be drawn between 'Vcne‘istétvnré.s‘, and careers of MGR and NTR, Rajinikanth and Chiranjeevi
'('ChirU’) respectively, the ‘politilca'I and :cinérnétic'his:tory"of these two regions differ significantly;

- however, a crossing over of film cultures was inevitable.

Fig. 3. N.T. Rama Rao Fig. 4. ‘Megastar’ Chiranjeevi
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‘Sri;ui}\:/és' bivofcal Star study is an extensive analysfs of Chiranjeevi’s filrﬁ éaréer from 1978,
fn a bunld ﬁp to hlS pdlifiéal launch in 2008. In péfﬁsing éinefﬁatic populism in Telﬁgu ﬁl'n;‘s‘,.hé;
:;I§6 aiagnoses z; new génre called the mass filﬁv. The m'éss film accordihg to h‘im has ”rﬁéjor
sfars ‘p\lév‘ying thé roil‘e.‘s 6f corﬁmon people who [akré]vr;\eg‘or.esenta’tivé of fhé m§§;es.” Méss films
H;ve -ani:;erécofed thleniés :of ";specfatorial address aﬁd pblitical mandates.” The chief aspeet of
~ the mass film is the “absolute centrality of the star to thVe‘n’a'rrative, as welvl_'as,".to the business
mbdel of the film” (2609,; f7-78). There is close re'sembyl'aijiéék bet\‘Neer"\’ SrfniyAS"Telﬁgq 'rmas's’
film’ and the Tamil ‘star film’ t’hat | propose. Svrinivas a’dr'r‘ji‘t;s mejiés.fi‘ln."ns' fa,ffi|41i‘tfy tq"’the vehlcles
of ﬁajinikanth" (78). Regardless, by default, the strikiﬁg.différ;énicé betWéén tﬁe»’sb‘é- ;\/’vo‘p“)r;)posedr
genreé are'i.ts labels — ‘mass’ and ‘star’. There'arises‘é lnor'niri:dlogical conflict \}\(bere ‘mass’ might'
refer to the power of the people (primary consumers of Telugu Icinenﬁa'.).and additionally the sole
purpose of the films, WHi’Ié “star’ refers to the actor with mammoth-sized stardom which
axibrﬁatiéally includes his mass foIIbWinzg‘;/ I'will not poinf to ‘mass film’ as Iexicaily Iacking‘ 'as‘itv is
part of the industrial vocabUIéry, rather it ohly suggests ‘tkhe di.ffe'renc‘e"iri';stel‘l‘é'r power of the
acto?; in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu. Srinivas himself mentions that Rajihikan.t\h‘i's"‘more
famous and SUk(‘:éékSSfl‘Jl of b)vo” even though Chirahjeevi was the firs.t”(du't of thls elite cbhért) to
make a forayziiritb ’éleétbfal poliﬁcs. \/ij'ay has been known for ac‘tyi»ng‘ir'i ‘Télugu remakes like Gilli,
Adi and Pokkirri —:fdf'c;ashing in'xon the mass-oriented sCripts. Sothemass ‘filrin is;not_an anti-
thesis of the star film; it shares the conceptual template of star narrative, but on the other hand,
purely in terms o:f' extra-filmic diéco’urSé the difference lies in the subject of where the ‘I — the
fig'Ure of the star’ is situated — with the masses o in the star iﬁége"WHiéHvélvre‘édy has osmosed

“the layer of masses. o Tt
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. Kumuthan Maderya’s article titled “Rage against the State: Historicizing the “Angry
Young Man” in Tamil cinema,” as he describes it, is a ‘historizing film’ project. He places under
observation a chunk of Rajinikanth’s early films (from 1978 -1996) that have had very little or no
aﬁademic attention. He sets on the task of tracing this neglected dimension of Tamil popular

" cinemain establishing the Angry Young Man (AYM) genre:

| have found that the films in Tamil cinema’s “AYM” genre enunciate a
sustained indictment of the Indian state by valorizing unconstitutional,
vigilante approaches to justice. By privileging verisimilitude over -
allegory, these films blatantly visualize state failure in a kind of social
commentary. Yet ideologically these films appropriate the same brand
of rabid populism that crippled the state in the first place, perpetuating
a cycle where the reel and the real reinforce each other (2010: 1).

Maderya makes a key point in accusing the film industry and the stars for running a continuous
loop of filmic and non-filmic rhetoric on state politics. In fchese films, h;‘roes run parallel
governments or systems of justice as a struggle against the corrupt government, rﬁystifying the
star as someone who is always politically conscious and opposes injustices. By way of critiquing
stereotyped villainous governménts, stars claim eligibility to -run for elections outside the
cinema“tic regime. This finds mention in Telugu cinema’s mass films as well, pointed out under
discussion of “Remaking the star to make a politician,” where Srinivas examinés t;le'films of
Chiranjeevi from the late 90s in which he played roles that boos/ted his image as a person who
can run the state (2009: 228 - 229). Maderya also describe§ the inferconnectivity of aspects like
rage, bopulism and violent masculinity which have endured up to recent cycle of star films. |
recognize in Maderya’s argument of AYM genre, the trope of the anti-hero that has continued in
films from the new millennium. Star films are thus an a[terﬁative label that encompasses many
aspects outlined uﬁder the mass film and AYM genre. Srinivas and Maderya have authored

~ important investigations in unexplored areas of Tamil and Telugu cinema. In the subsequent

chapters, we will see how the star genre assimilates some of their observations on film
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narratives and also why there needs to be an academic acknowledgement of the amalgamation
of star and genre as an industrial reality. An analysis of the narrative elements of star films,
which we will turn: to next, ,will'give insight in to the, genre’s structural lattice vital for

determining its generic tendencies. o - .
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Chapterll
Design, Drama, Discourse, and the Star: Anatomy of Star Films in Tamil (finema :

- When a film industry streamlines its star system, instantly recognizable, iconic
screen actors produce a highly stylized performance enhanced by an equally
. highly stylized star-focused cinema. Star performance is, not inevitably but very
often, the source of screen movement, concentrating the spectator’s eye,
“localizing the development of the story and providing its latent energy. (Mulvey

162) '
lh rﬁoét fi]h cultures worldwide that are commércially dependeﬂnt on stars, scrip{s are
made to séxit an‘ act;r'; écreen history ahd publicv persio‘né. The: fexfﬁél ‘dir.ﬁens.ions of th;e
e;(;éss‘ive.l\i( star-ééntfic filmsﬂz in Soﬁth Indié rély on cvultdrélly~s;.)’e'cific ma-;c.u‘lirﬁe u,Itivmathhsjfor
politié;l arid. économfc 'sucéess. A star’s erriﬁdngehf on-screen hheroism i§ fal;c)v v“auiidatAed
‘t‘hvrou‘gh thé tfadition ‘of héro glorification in Indian fnythology and folklgfe, Mand cyclica‘lly 4
tvhrou>gh current ﬁlm tvrends as vkvel4|.rln the previo»uskchapter, tf\e pfominent .trer‘\d of éfér-cehtriﬁ
Tamfl films Was ad’u‘mbrvate‘d as a ’film genré —-as a.bt‘)dy of fil‘ms dictated_’by stars, which is
fheoretically fea.slib>lbev éﬁd culturéll};“substaine(yik. ‘I;ike othéf génfé fil<ms, 'starlvfilmvs ‘pqsséss
Aiscér;n‘i»b‘l.e iﬁgredfénfé. and éodes that qualify as its géneric cbﬁponénts. The definibn’g elemg‘nts
c;f fhe s;tér genre also helé d’istin.guish ft;elf 'from its bafent, Ihdiaﬁ popglar cinerqa’é rﬁaséla
genre.‘ In ascefta’i‘ni\ng: jgen.re :c;pnvevhti.bruls: oh a kse':cv bf,starv\ filnﬁs in Ta\mili cinema, it‘is kalso
fmportant to-obbse‘r\"/ewt;\e dis’tinctvcorrmkotation’s at'ta;cﬁ;ed t'o- fkhe’wwor/d 'siér’ in the prpposed st;r
ﬁlm ’ar;d star genre. Tﬁis c‘hakpter:is éoneefr}ed wnth thé-p‘artyyi,cula;. né‘ture' of‘kvs\tarddm cohstfu?ted
b\./’the;‘eklenﬁents in a sfar filrln; The’ikey gundmg rt;';ea;z‘rch quesfion§ ére: What kind of‘ star ﬂis
rﬁan.ljfa;c‘tuféd?’How does sulch Stardbrﬁ gque’r.r;c;i’nem'ativc \ekpressioh? ‘I will argue thaf the ’sta?
vin‘the étér fi[m signifies new deﬁnitibﬁ(s) 'ovf starc:ibr’nx pecdiiér‘to Tamil z;.md‘ otﬁer Southlrlndian |
fiirﬁ .ihdu\stries. Alonégide a structural analysis of the star narrative, a critical scrutiny of the
gmbgddéd politicsﬁy of populism, religion,'mo‘rali‘ty,. 4n‘1askcyulinity, femini’nity‘l aﬁd Tamil nationallisrh

will be undertaken. The star image is formulated and manufactured through three devices of the
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star- narrative: the star’s introduction, punch dialogues and action sequences. The' star’s’
‘extraordinary self, fixed by a polyvocal patronage operates tlhrough performative exercises of
dialogue, song, dance and action. Since much of star-orientea cinema is cinéma of anticipation,
intricately tied to expectations of the audience and the fans, this chapter will also discuss
| spect.atorial relations with star film texts.. .-
Star film Schemata |
:The mixture in masala geﬁre is not always balanced, the masala is only. the principle
base on which one or two genres may be emphasized depending on the main plot — love subject
or.family subject etc. Star films are masala films where the hero is fhé main carrier of the masala
ingredients. The films are excessively hero-oriented and referred to as “hero ﬁubjects",in the
industry (Perarasu). The -main focus of the film is the hero and his sﬁperhuman role,
notwithstanding elements of family melodrama, romance, cdmedy, action and s;)cio-political
them_es. The hierarchy in Vijay's Kaavalan (Bodyguard, 2011) would be star/héro — romance —
acfion and other masala features. Similarly, Rajni’s Sivaji would be star — action — melc;drama
and rest of the. popﬁlar g_enre(s) elements. Since heroism of the star is primary to these plo'ts,
masala becomes, if you will, star masala. The basic blueprint of the star film has the hero on a
quest to resolve the chief problem of the Tamil people: victimization by the powerful. He sets
out on this quest either intenﬁonally or by an event accibdentally triggering his Tamil mqrals. In
most filrﬁs the hero sets out -to. protect his family, girlfriend or a.community of péople by
exterminating social miscreants and/or politicians. In othe.r plots, the herois already:a“soci_al
messiah that is ou‘t on the prowl for hooligans and crooked poIiticiéns. Nonetheless, the star
emerges as the ‘Tamil hero.!
B Stuart H. Blackburn (1978) traces the importance df heyroism in Tami! culture to early

;I'é,rhily‘!'i'térature df thke first centuries A.D. He asserts that a majority of Tamil ballads contained
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the “heroic mode” that exposed “an extraordinary preoccupation with honor and the intrinsic
value of the warrior’s death” (134). With such historic inheritance for hero-essentialism, Tamil
cinema has rarely steered away from tradition of glorifying the "one'.‘ Other characters—,family
members, friends or villains—are transcribed as powerless, weak and dependent beside the
star. The heroic characterization of the:star also constitutes a commitment to leadership. This
invites the question: whose hero is the star? FromMGR‘to Vijay, in order to win the hearts of
the masses these stars have’pla;/ed two kinds of heroes, differentiated by class membership —
the subaltern hero (playing working class characters like Auto rickshaw driver, car mechanic,
farmer etc,) and,lthe charitable hero from a.rich or‘welleto-do,hackground‘(Neretorn; feodal
lord, etc) Between these two classes the l.ower classand 'upper class portraltures cinema goers
fall prey to both klnds of herolsm‘ If the sohaltern hero feeds the fantasy of male spectators to
become powerful, the opper class hero is worshipped for his sacrifice and charitable deeds.
Class consciodsness has aIways’ inflected. constructions of the hero in Tamif Iiterature. Blackburn
differentiates be}tween the Tamll “local hero”rand the Indi‘an “puranic hero”: the former is
kgrounded |n ‘Ioca’I‘ ‘issu.es concernzing the daify s.uqstenance of the people, while thevpuranic hero
protects the kfng a’nd gets fn\/ofved in ’m‘agicaI‘ and dit\’/inesituations.m' ”While the th\ranic hero
challenges;forc‘es that threatenr ’t;o‘ u‘psetv the statos duo of the kingdom; the Iocal hero’opposes
: casteisn1 and sociafinjdsticei” (134;). The Ioca‘vl hero or the folk hero |s Tamll, that is,khe is one
among the masses. MGR, Rajni and Vijay, and other actors have banked upon the trope of
belongthg to the people Audiences are believed to recogmze the hero asa phantasmlcal mirror
|mage of themselves representlné.thelr desrres and address?lng thelr problems (Babusivan). It |s

of no surprlse that stardom in Tam|I cinema has escalated to newer heights of phenomenallty.

. of course, the subaltern hero is more predominant than the other, nevertheless, the potentially

® puranic as derived from Puranas’, WhICh are ancient Hmdu texts that retold storres of gods, noblemen
and kingly warrlors ‘ : - : ‘
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puranic hero is assigned the tasks of the local hero. Without bending the class system, heroes
emerge not only from the people but for the people as well. The imaginary merging of class.
borders is instrumental in maintaining vertical power — between the rich and poor, upper class
and lower class and upper castes and lower castes. The characterization of Tamil hero could also
be traced back to the fairly recent history of Dravidian politics in the state. The preoccupation
with preservation and cultivation of the Dravidian identity (Tamil self) centered from the heroic
body, argues Nimmi Rangasamy (2004) from reading the Dravidian propaganda texts.
.. The concepts of thondu (selfless work) and veeram (courage) were deployed to
construct a politicized ‘Tamil’ ethos. A thondan was the quintessential ‘self-
-respecter’, willing to lay down his life for the cause. He was the hero who
entered the society ‘wading against the tide’, withstood the floods and the
spears of opposition, his selfless work making the organization grow from a
drop to a flood.. The body was not just to be means of liberation through work
.- and war, it was to be the site at which the commitment of the Tamil was to be
most severely tested. (139)
Therefore, her0|sm shaded by themes of sacrifice, service and valour are intrinsic to
Tamil cultural expressions. Rangaswamy’s scrutiny of the Dravidian hero draws direct links to
the cinematic empowerment of MGR and the current successful modes of star cinema. It
suggests the staticality of the Tamil conscience through time, and the continual processes of
mimesis of history embedded in Tamil media productions. The following sections will explore
the dimensions in the iterations of deep-rooted Tamil heroism developed throughout the star
narrative.
Introducing the Star
Integral to the star film is the opening introduction of the hero. A star’s presence in the
film warrants some kind of special introduction to inaugurate the film in his conspicuity. The
hero’s illustrious entry into the screen space occurs in the shared conscious space between the

star a‘ndfthe audience establishing the herd in the visual field of,diegetic_stardom. The star

accessorized by the creative team:(director, screenwriter, production designer etc) presents
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himself to audiences who are alfeady anticipating his screen performance that is directly
dedicated to their own visual pleasure. Upon the star entering the frame, members of the
audiencé, his fans, partake in ritualized celebration in the cinema hall. South India cinemas have
;craditionally sustained a viewing culture of cinema hall hysteria, where the star is not only
cheered fon but there occurs some kind of meta-barticipatory communication with the star and
the film.f_Fans. cheer, whistle{ andw thrqw flgwgrs_and confgtti at thgir'scrgen hero who also
directly addresses_th_em. -

;-

Cinematic excess being normative for star films, the star discourse, commences even

before the star is seen on-screen or the actual film ’begins. Through this practice that is.not

exclusive to Tamil films, the star is annbunced in the opening credits. The stars’ names preceded
by their staf titles fly out as Iettgr;s on to the screen. The embellished graphic Hispla_y appears |n
full frames dedicated to.their names before the title of the)ﬁl'nj‘ revealing-star hegemony over
the film medium. Pre-intr,odl‘ylctipn of the star also reiterates that th‘e actor’s star stature prior to
gn‘d‘ while playing the film’s Iea.d ;haracter._ For Laura Mulvey (2006'), the film industry’s practice
of merging fiction a\r‘jd reality involves _b_ra:ndir.)g_the star with screen names. Therefore, the _naime
of the_st.ar.bec.ofm_es a symbol for ffinstanf recogpizability, of the star within tl

films and national cinemas” (162). In the case of Rajni and Vijay, their screen names along with

titles are labels that refer to Tamil cinema, its star system and also to the genre. .

Fig. 5. ‘Young Commander’ Vijay - Introduction titles for Vijay in Vettaikaran (2010).
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Fig.‘ 6; Ihtsoduction titles fsr Rajnikanth in Chandramukhi ’(2‘005‘)‘. | | |

ln szt films,;th:e intlrod»u_ction in‘volves a short scene establishing k.t‘he} h’ero, fqll_sW¢d by
a soAng arknd’ dancé routiné; Lin somé o‘thér films, fight scenes are iﬁcl@c!ed as well T‘hkga'hellf.oes
'n/mostly do not‘ aplpé'ar in the establishring shots and the few scenes I_{eadi’ng .tp‘ his drarﬁatic éntry
are intsnded to create somé “hype”. The delay in revealing thé st‘ar, |s déligesatéilg/ piacéd to
iﬁdicate the extraordinary nature of the star and his persona (vBabusivan). T‘o’unkderstand the
sf(qchre of star introductions, | will organize my argument ints fWo sectvions‘—: o’ne pérsiné the
firstset of s.c"enes featuring secondary characters establishing tHeA .stfar’s‘ .s’tatuvlre rwibthin’.the,fi‘lﬁ,
foIloWéd‘ by theséc’ond section considering the introductory .ssng'.:Amoﬁg "cv>ktrv1er’devivtv;es in the
film t)hatb in'vite fhe éudie_nce into the profilmic space, the introd’gstioﬁsgqugnce |sthe first to
engagé fhsm in a’dial}ogu‘ehwifh the s;car. With lyrics that summsn ‘elle‘c'trifyiné’ r-rylisgk—»en'-scéne

and camera movements, introduction scenes serve as a platform for star performativity.

" Public Voice and Personal Space -

A typisal introduction sequence in a star film begins with’secondary stock chsracters
engaging in an arbitrary 'conve‘rsationv: that sets up the scene an.d" the sta'r’srolé in it. The
characters detail the virtues of the star: manliness, powe"r’,‘" good will, righteousness and

sometimes his charm. These spiraling announcements lead to the hero’s entry are marked by
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~striking music, aggrandizing camera language, and special effects. The star’s introduction brings
him closer to the ‘masses.” The introduction scene is purely architected for the pleasure of the
spectators.” So this section of analysis is concerned with the style in which introduction

sequences ‘introduce’ the star, and -how the proxemics of the star’s:personal space with the

‘masses’ effectively bring about celebratory spectatorship.

lntrbducﬁon séqﬁeﬁces are a!waYs fobund in the first reel, and in mosfc cases the film begins
with it. Baasha, releéséd in 1995, is one of the biggesf block busters for Rajni (;’Baaéﬁa is. Back"’).
With a gribpi;'lg screenplay\)the film fuﬁctioneﬂ as true entertainment. With thémes of parallel
govérnment and law in the hands of the people, the film stirred the culfural and poiitfcal climate
of Tamil Nadu (Maderya 6), THe film is considered to be an evergreen hit, and every time it was
féleéaﬁt on TV, the channels were confirmed to receive high ratings (Pillai). In February 2009,1
the film was re-releaséd in theatres in the wait period between the Rajni-Shankar super hit
c’ollé‘boraltion Sivaji (2009) and their‘nex‘t film togéfher Endhiran that reléased bin October 2010
(“Baasha is B’a'ck"")..’Baashq isa story of Manickém (Rajnika‘nth), ‘who, in the first half of the filfn is
an‘auto-'rickshawdr.ivvevrl« p<))~rtraye(.1 'a’s’a -benign soul who helps the‘ needy and pra\ctices non-
violence. He is deterfningd to earn a living and support the dreams of his family, of one brother,
two sisters and the-mother. The story take.% a twist at intermission, when Manickam’s past is
revealedi. He was dnc;e Baasha, the most dangerous and powerful underworld’don in Bombay '
(hov;r Mumbai). fhe film uﬁfc/)fldsl to é*pléi; Manicknan;l'js .;,tofyz 6f becom‘ing a mafia don and how
’he Was forced fnto e)‘(ilé.. The flashbacl; s‘ervke.‘s aS a sgfup fbf ‘an f_mpending resurrectioh that the
a.udiénce‘ |s Ié:;d.to expect.”. .To cb;nplete ‘h’is ”‘ré‘t.)iric’r‘\'.,hhis:o\ld Vnemesis from Bombay is. aléo

brought into the proverbial climax that unfolds as a duel between the hero and the villain.

! Flashbacks serve as reintroductions abiding by rules of star excess. These double introductions of the
stars are also scripted in the form the character’s unknown past. For example, in films like Arunachalam
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- The film opens with-a. scene at a wedding: The bridegrooms’ father demands :the
remain.ing amount of money agréed upon as the. dowry from:the bride’s family.~wvhewn the
bride’s father pleads with him to understand his modest monetary situation being an auto-
driver, the bridegroom’s father creates a commotion and asks his son to leave the ceremonial
pI;ce to cancel the wedding.. About the same time, ‘like a god-send', Moorthy (Janakaraj),

Manickam’s friend arrives with the money and tells him: .. - -

Manickam asked me: to give you this money, because he believes a fellow auto
driver’s suffering is shared by all of us.

Turning to the bridegroom's féther, he adds in an assertive toné: |

Manlckam also asked me to teII you that by taklng dowry you are selllng your
son, like how we sell cows. - : : :

The next scene cuts to a hospital room. A doctor is advising a patient’s wife%tha_t her husband
can be séved with aﬁ immediate surgery, but she would need to pay Rs 20,000 ($500) for it. The
distraught wife weeps about. her helplessness since her hdsband is thé only ez;rning family
member as an auto driver. As before, timely help arrives in the form Manickam’s aide, Moorthy.

‘Moorthy: You needn tgo anywhere for the money. Manickam asked me to give
you this (handing over the money to the doctor). i

Wife (blessing gesture): [ wish him (Manickam) well!

Moorthy interjects: Why should we say it, Amma? The whale nation wishes well
for him. :

To the doctor’s enquiry of Manickam'’s v&hereabouts, Moorthy .re’plies zestfully that by now
Manickam should be ‘rocking’ the Ayudha puja.v'.12 The next scene opens as prelude to the

introduction Song with close-up shots of drums and pictures of Hindu deities, followed by the

—

and Sivakasi, Rajni and Vijay are reintroduced to the audience with newly found information about their
past usually they were once prosperous in contrast to their current orphaned status.
2 Ayudha’ pujai {‘ayudha’ meaning ‘tool’ and ‘pujoi’ meaning ‘rites’) is a Hindu festival where tools of
~one’s profession are worshipped under the auspices of goddesses of wisdom, wealth and power. In the
shot that follows in Baasha, auto-rickshaw drivers are seen venerating their vehicles.

\
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ceremonial pumpkin breaking ritual, where Rajnikanth arrives. The camera tracks his legs first,
c_uts»_\to show the pumpkin thrown in to air, again in an aerial shot, we see Rajnikanth break the
pumpkin with his head. It is only after such tight preview that the audience gets a first .glimpse
of Rajnikanth as he looks into the camera and salutes the audience with folded hands. This
scene is followed by the introduction song whose mechanics | shall discuss in detail later in this
chapter. In Sivaji too, the mobile framing and editing of‘the introduction scene has the camera
providing tight close-ups of different parts of Rajni’s body. Interspersecj With shots of different

groups of people praising his philanthropies and others accusing him of corruptibon, the audience
learns that he is being taken into state prison. Once he is‘locked up in a prison cell, the camera
continues to show only parts of Sivéji's body excluding his face. When a prison mate from a
neighboring cell quizzes him abodt his crime and finds out t‘hat‘Sivaji has committed no big a
crime to be in jail, Sivaji replies: “I did good for the country,” and fhe prison mate feasingly
affirms that as a definite reason to be imprisbned. Rajni (Sivaji) responds with his characteristic

laughter. On this audio cue, the camera pans up to reveal his full face (see fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Rajni in close-up, Sivaji
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- ' In Vijay’'s Sura (2009), as'discussed in the previous chapter, Vijay’s flying-fish like entry
from the water is preceded by a scene in which a group of people who claim to have their lives
indebted to Sura (Vijay) worry about his well-being. In Pokkiri (2008), beside a railway track, a
ruffian meets with three other thug-like men (friends of ‘Tamil’, the character Vijay plays, who is
not revealed yet) and discusses a Ideal about killing someone in his own area. When he enquires
who will do the job, a swift reply comes in the form of-vnon-diegetic voiceover a;mouncing the
name ‘Tamil’ punctuated by an echo-effect and Vijay is shown-from:an under. angle shot,
jumping over pieces of paper lit on fire. A cﬂt is then made back to the friend who adds: “His
blows are not just painful,” he paﬁses and looks into the camera to say “but paralyzing like a
thunderbolt”, thereby breaking the fourth wall here. The éudience yvhen spoken ‘to are
enthralled and made aware of their role in acknowledging Vijay’s ‘power’. Vijgy is both the star
and character,‘and his friend, the figure in froﬁt 4of fhe’ cameré taﬁ?s to fhe audience,‘implying‘
that by the way of being‘his’ fagé (élven és frie‘nas)‘;c‘h-'éy ‘a:ré t:eh‘ti’t}led toxbe ackﬁowledged too. The
next shot presents speéial efféét sini‘ulating fhundér with @amera shak‘e, and re‘vealing,‘pa rtially,
A t(h‘e flgure of Vijay,Ay\blho is being chased by a group of ';gn to twé]yé.hooligqns assigned to kill
, him. The g;ene i; a colléction of fas%—?aacedshots and éqtsg beféré_ we ‘seeAhis face, spéctators are |
invited int‘o:th&e space of his quy égiﬁty ’and speed. Wh‘(en‘ thg mgipjeadér of the group decides
tv(‘)‘ push a"cartkf’ull o“f>r‘e’d, chi!ie;s and gréen limeltowards ‘VAiJ"ay |n cv>.r(‘1<;=r\‘to_ topple him, Vijay jumps
o\;er the »a‘:a‘_rt,a(nd sbars throﬁgh sussended chilié; akndyyli.m:e in the?Aéir."This ‘spicy’ ent& created
iﬁ a slow-niot{ion effé;t typicalk of action s‘eque_‘nces isl acct;mpanied with soaring music of Indian
tfum‘pets and ndrums ahd gives the audience time to consume the ‘powerful’ sc‘reen imagery of
Vijay. They are arrested by’the sequential shots organized through variable framing of actions

and events.
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~--Such introduction scenes in star films merge important aspects of screen dynamics. Through
the placement of other person(s) alluding to the cheracter played by the star, the film brings
into the screen space multiple voices that represent and make references to the general public
or the star’s mass.”® A collection of such voices situates desirable public dt)scourse within the
profilmic space making an off-screen audience active participants in this discourse around the
star. A star’s introduction in a film is expected to be puqnctueted by an ‘I’ but it so happens that
the eye of the !I' is also located withinthe.speceofsthe other. Rajnikanth and Vijay’s ‘self’ is
already present before they even make a full physical appea’rance in the film. The star exists only
‘if others are conscious of his presence and in turn validate his stature. Only through others, can
the).star be constructed. Michael Holquist interprets Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism:

“In -dialogism, the very capacity to have consciousness ie based on
otherness. This otherness is not merely a dialectical alienation on its way
to a sublation that will endow it a unifying identity in higher
consciousness. On the contrary: in dialogism, consciousness is otherness.

More accurately.it is the differential relation between the center and all
that is not that center (18)

The multlble dlegetlc voices enacted in the mtroductlon scenes are openly in dlalogue with the
sjter"'s“pejr;'s;c")h‘a.hln [’)I"eSenhtin‘vg‘the‘e‘étpectof the star, his self, the .narrative‘ behd; to ‘br‘ingi |n
others flrst The lives of the vp'e’o'plev‘ér’e ikhtricatevly// EOnnec.ted' to the actions of the hero. In an
etethentaty‘ Vis‘eh'se‘,‘ the :star's brbjeCt ‘6fvpr“otecttngthe:has‘see, may sy‘mbolize as the otherness
|edert tn‘tzh.e diéldgdé about the starFrom thispomt onwards, the r"neettn‘g 6f the bti\)ete and
the public istaken to another Ievet of aﬂdic-\}{éﬁél'e"ngééémén{ ih thtred'0ctdry songs; where the

star is the lyrical subject.

¥ Mass as a term in popular usage refers to the large following of stars. Mass is also representative of the
power a star.is able to churn out..The thlrd chapter will deal with the termmologlcal detalls ‘of the term
‘mass’.in Tamil cinema. ; : R > B
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The Introduction Song i
Indian popular music fs mainly derived from its films. The lack of an alternate scene of
‘ flourishing independent pop music heightened the importance of music scored: for films. The
“Tamil music boom” that occurred during the late 1930s was chiefly domirnat‘ed by f_ilm song;
(Hughes 2002: 469). Songs‘in Tamil cinema continue to dominate th’e' music scene, and also
occupy significant screen time. With a minimum of six songs per film, every turn in the story is
punctuated with a song. The first number in star films is the introduction song also known as the
epenihg song ‘during which the hero is established as the main subject of the film. The
intrbduetiOn song is a key component of the star vehicle since the hero’s star image i;
symbolically ‘emp.has.ized through song Iyrics,‘ mise-en-scéne and visual presentation. The star is
the central theme of the song; it advertises his socio-political ideology, and ~h.is_‘loyalty towards
his fans and by extension, the common people. So the song p‘rimarily actsasa propagan(;a' tool
reiterating the stars’ supposed beliefs, values and principles that meshes his real and reel Iive_s.'
. Ae a political figure\it was pertinent for MGR to publicize himself and represent the political
party’s ideologyilf Through ‘Ieric’s and (dialogvues,' he trenscribed vpolit'icel ideology in'éo “songs of
hope, bptimismi air_id fee‘séqraneef’,that suggested even the oppressed can elevate to heroes
(Pandian 54). As hﬁen"cijb‘ned 'eérl_ier,.the_Stlalj’s‘ :pprtrayal of the subaltern hero, or the charitable
hero from a well-to-do family appeals to the subaltern classes in Tamil Nadu from whom MGR
had the largest suppeft (32). MG R's path to pelithical stardom fhfdugh cinema is the best-khOWh
strategy in all of cineyma't‘ic hiStory. Aftef;thewsu'cees:"sg of the’éohg "Heh}‘ 75ng Wi)l theyfdol U‘S’I;n
this /qn'd ’of‘burs?" in Mallaikallan (Mountdin Daeeit, 1954) MGR chose to include populist“songs
m all his films. They became so popular that .a’nt’h'ologies ef song Iyr.i‘cs are sold in the form of

'm‘ays;s-'pfdddtedv'ldw'p_riced books under the title MGR Kolgai Paadalgal (MGR's Ideological

* MGR was first a member of the Congress party in 1953. The same year he joined DMK. In 1972, he split
from DMK to form ADMK (Anna Dravidian Progressive Federation) under the auspices of late Annadurai.
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Songs) (Pandian 54 - 55). It became naturat‘ for Rajnikanth (and later Vijay) to superséribe MGR’s
(and Rajnikanth’s) addressing of cinema going audiences’ thirst for vicarious heroism. Therefore
star films have been involved in an organized myth-making process that sustains the illusion of a
superhuman hero for the su_baltern. :

‘v’ in relation to Others
 Normative for introduction songs, the hero sings to describe himself and also preaches
of general goodness, moral and social values. | will use excerpts from a few songs to enumerate
the semiotics of interpellation and. identification in.the lyrics. The lyrics of these songs also
contain critique-worthy Tamil nationalist emphases, populist rhetoric and gender politics. While
these other dimensions will be discussed later in the context of the star narrative as a whole, for
now, it is important to sustain en"’quiry'into the cyinemvatic' adaptation of the individual atross the
texts concerning the star ah‘d' his fans.»\’/:\li'th exa mple from Baasha, | shall iIIustfate‘ Rajni’s vocal
self.
. I'm an auto-rickshaw driver. | know all routes and fair rates.
I’'m friend of good people. ’'m a musician who sings well.
_. I'm from the country where Gandhi was born. o R
If | take the spear, ’'m a hunter. ’ PN
The elderly are my kin.
I have a sympathetic heart.
I belong to the poor people. | always belong to the poor.
It is noticeable that through these lines, the character of Manickam in Baasha, who is a former
mafia don under the cover as an auto-rickshaw driver introduces himself through the star’s
- extended image of benevolence and philanthropy. The ordinary'éharactér becomés“spé’cial as
the hero because it is the star playing his role. The star's virtuous ifnage is matted upon the
7 character. The film character thén:is simply a signifier for the star. Rajni finishes the rhyme with

the line “I always belong to the poor”, typically ushering in populist agenda of falsely dedicating
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oneself to a community to gather their undying support. Since this is performed on a cinematic
platform, the distance between‘fhé audience ‘and the screen is bridged. Watching - MGR on-
screen or on stage campaigning as'a politician converged into one reality for-the people. Thus
the actor ordains a selfhood that is e){ternallyﬁdefined — he exists in relation:to others. His
stardom is determined with voices of the fictional, non-fictional and quasi-fictional, and songs
réadily present those multiple voices in lyrics and visualqimagery. Bakhtin’s differentiation of the
novel from lyrical poem in terms of voice(s) is relevant here. As Jacob BlévinS'points out, for
Bakhtin the author’s voice in a poem is singularly dominant, whereas novels are dialogical (2008:
15).. -
Perhaps for Bakhtin the lyric subject seems too isolated, too “private”;
however, the private voice of the lyric subject is often constructed from
and directed to public discourse, and the subject’s self-discovery, his or
her self-fashioning, is validated and understood only through what
simultaneously is and is not: the speech of others (Blevins 16) (emphasis
added).

: BIeQins makes a logical observation that the voice of the lyrical éubject is not detached frqm the
éyrics’ intended aqdience. The star in a star fiva uses his private ‘voi:ce to make public his imagé
;/vhich ;)riginally is ‘construed‘ by publfc imagination. In introductién songs, the stars\self—fashiorii
themselves in tune with poﬁulér expectations and conventions ébdut a Tamil hero. Therefore;
‘the‘ mtroductlon ;sbng fs Bétter funderﬁtbod as an arn>SV\\l’er to the questfon ”th afé vy<i3u"?"’ rathér
than “Who am [?” A questrion |s imagined to come from third persoﬁ ‘they’ aﬁd is answered with
fhe first person pronoun ’l witth the assumption that for the éudiehce it is a dialogue between
‘we’ and ‘him’. In fact, in VPadayi_qapq, the ﬁ!m goes as far as to ‘inser',é the question f’Who are yoﬁ
man?”in the»script through another charagter’s Iine promptiné the Rajnifs intrqduction s‘o'ng.

Vijay’s lyrical proclar\nvatibr'\‘s 5|§§ '<vjek.all \X/fth bl.;flding himself lé riéhteous ‘irﬁage, as ‘an
empathetic leader for the poor. Howevgr, amidSt increasing speculations, Vijay at a special press

meet in September 2009 confirmed that he would join politics soon when the political climate is
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suitable. He also clarified that his fan clubs were. being reorganized as a Makkal lyakkam
(People’s Movement) in preparation to act as his political force (“Building d‘Foundatién");Since
this announcement, Vijay’s films (Vettaikaran and Sura) have vigorously re-constructed his
cinema-politico figure. One interes'ﬁing observation on his recent films is from the criticél shift
from the I-them status-quo.to I-ys. Although this focus is not entirely new or unexpected
because of the iMGR fllm r'jnod‘elf,; a: te*fﬁal“’a‘héi\./s‘iis of \)ijéy’s strategic_cinema‘is significant
tqwards mapping t'tilte”sktar geﬁré’s‘fopdgrapi’;ical‘ >extensio=n‘s‘ binding mass politics. In the last
chéptér, ij;ay;’s intyl"o‘d;ﬁc‘tidn kin Sqfa; whére h; cor;n‘és‘ ouf of “;he“s‘eva Ii.ké é flying ﬁsﬁ after a.fatal

storm was reviewed under hyperbolic star introductions and star emphases.

. Fig. 8 Vijay’s introduction in Sura (Shark) (20710) (Sequence left to right, clock-wise frbm
top). . - o el o : ~ :
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Wefshau return to thié introduction scene as it immediately becomes part of the introduction
song titled ‘Vetri Kodi kattu’ (Hoist the victory flag) (see above). As Sura (Vijay) swims towards
the shore, non-diegetic music setting a triumphant mood begins, accom}‘p_anied with multiple
voices singing these lines: - | | |

. This guy swihming tdwa‘rd’s us i§ 6ur sbh

He has never failed; he always returns victorious. .

His heart is made of both cold mountains and eruptmg voIcanoes

_He is the dawn in our dark, poverty-stricken llves T
After the brief overture, the song changes tempo to a happy note visualized by people of the
fishing village rushing towards their ‘son’, théir demi-god. The regular self-introduction in the
first stanza of the song is substituted with other.‘voices opening the song for the star, indicating
the continuation. éf the .polyvocal discourse: on the star from the introduction scene. Two
images, Sura .emergilng out of the water and the crowd running to him ’afe fepeatedly
juxtaposed until the facev of thé crowd meets the star’s smiling face in close-up. When the
beloved son of the soil (the star) gets closer to his people, he takes off to fun into them. Once
inside the matrix of the peoplé, he runs between and through’them. With quick succession of
cuts, Vijay comes out of the crowd with a new costume, and group of men also join-him. They
halt, and the extended introduction gives'way' to the actual song and dance routine. Adorned in
a sea blue shirt, Vijay as Sura merging into the:crowd has a:symbolic meaning, ‘especially in
relation to thé lyrics that follow.' He sings: | |

... Hoist the Victory Flag! S

The wind is blowing our way, -

the future is inour ha?nds'i 2 - . | | | |
The star surfacing frofn the séa moves intdthé; crowd fo :becorxn‘e one of thém. Sura, howévevrv is
not just a fishermah.like the othebr_s, ‘he is vthel re’ve‘zrebdleader of thg eﬁtireucdmmlimi‘t\}. The
convergence with the cr(;Wd corhels aéross as a §ymboiic pfoéess of ’be’comking thé O‘thé}f . So

Vijay makes a joint reference with the word ‘our’ rather than regular references like ‘you/your’
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or ‘them/their’. Again, it is not rare for the word namma (we). to -appear in star. lyrics,
nevertheless, it’s usage in this song is the all the more relevant with these lines: -

... Even crows have nests when the poor do not have homes.
. Ask the blowing wind, it will tell you our story of daily struggle and pain. -

'Vijay speaks about subaltern suffering as though it were his. He speaks for the Other by wearing
the:mask of the Other, and star cinema openly thrives on such cultural appropriations. Although
Sura as a film character belongs to the fishing community, it is Vijay who stands out even as he
transforms into the Other. Between the star and the actor-character, the star:profile emerges
prominent. The character is overshadowed by the star, “acting out his myth” in on-screen and
off-screen lives (Morin 130). With leadership conferred on him, Vijay is still the One, even while
he mimics the Other; his transformation into the Other is ovnly partial. Therefore, the performed
mimicry is a.fagade; it maintains the coexistence of the' fiction and non-fiction. If the star |
completely transforms into the Other, he will not be recognized as the star figure; therein lies
the difference between realist cinema and star cinema. While the star genre does not require
post-colonial considerations, the idea of mimicry in creating an accepted cinematic reality is
significant. Theoretical discourse on mimicry for the large part has deliberated on colonial
" repercussion on cultures — colonized trying mimic the colonizer. | would like to, however, weigh
class relations and formations of identity between the oppressor and the oppressed. Slavoj Zizek '

" provides an appropriate revelation on Otherness in this case.
“... This is where theories which advocate the subvérsi_ve character of mimicry get
it wrong; according to these theories, the properly subversive attitude of the
.. Other — say, of a colonized subject who lives. under the domination of the
colonizing culture — is to mimic the dominant discourse, but at a distance, so
- that what he or she does and says is like what the colonizers themselves do. .-.
almost, with an unfathomable difference which makes his or her Otherness all
the more tangible. | am tempted to turn this thesis around: it is the foreigner
who faithfully abides by the rules of the dominant culture he or she wants to

. penetrate - and identify with-who is condemned forever to remain an outsider,
because he or she fails to practice, to participate in, the self-distance of the

L

dominant culture, the unwritten rules of this culture. We are “in”, integrated
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-into the culture, perceived by members as “one of us”, only. when we succeed
in practicing this unfathomable distance from the symbolic rules — ultimately, it
is, only this distance which proclaims our identity, our belonging to the culture
in questlon (2008: Ixi)
The underlying argument in Zizek’s observation is that becoming the Other never fully)
materializes. As in this case, the underprivileged might ape the star, might even want to be like
him, but are constantly working within the realm of difference, as identifiable imita:tions, never
the real thing. Consequently, the privileged classes also try to maintain the distance of
“unfathomable difference” in order to safeguard their identity. Both these operations maintain
the domina‘nt‘ideology's status-quo. Be that as it may, what is evident in star films ére that, the
privileged subject (in thié case, the star) apes the underprivileged, in order to assimilate into the -
culture of the Other. The assimilation, notwithstanding, is questionable as the ,s'tar’s “self-
distance” is still intact. So what exactly is the method and function of Vijay’s transformation?
Returning to the Lacanian understanding of mimicry: . -

Mimicry reveals something in so far as it is distinct from what might be.called an

itself that is behind. The effect of mimicry is camouflage.... It is not a question of

harmonizing with the background, but against a mottled background, of

. becoming mottled - exactly like the technique of camouflage practiced in human
warfare (qtd. in Bhabha 121). ' :

N

' The assembled group of people waltlng for Sura is a mottle‘d" urowd of Others. Vijay’s

| hutation, as he runs through the alien fabric is deliberately. unﬁnished as he emerges in a
CbrnparatiVéIy stylized costume éhd is 'aylsd 'granhicallyniarkéd as the centkrél protagonist of the
song; lt'cén be argued that the ”cénﬁouﬂage” is superﬁcral, ‘since fhe \niéiople are made to ar:cept
Vijay asa mhottled version owf‘himsezltf - ’between’ the stér, his polftical motives and the quasi-
fict}unal role‘in. the film. Pérhaps, the' filnnic n15$§es wuuid Want s'ée"thé sfar as a star even when
he'sy fryi‘ng to idéntify with their‘vlive_;. :Sociéty’é. dés'ire‘:fo‘r a hero, fetishism for a star, and

_ colléntivé rantasy fovr the Tamil nation may all !bé.fidst'éri‘ng such‘dialogues hetwéen the star and

the aucltien)cé. The last shot of the song where Vijay’s distant silhouette on the beach is
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foregrounded by a group of fishermen as though they were awaiting their leader, surmises the’
tension between Otherness and Oneness — Vijay becomes both ‘one among us’ and their

generous Other, their hero.

) ‘ Fig.4: Vijay as the One in Sura

B Thrbugh‘these textually rich introduction songs, Rajni and Vijay’s directed spée;h to the fans
and the m‘assebs‘ also evolve into distinct versions — stér-specific texts achieving the same goal.
Moét of the lyriés may not display poeticism, especiall.y when translated in English, n\é\‘/ert‘hyeles's,“- '
" they are written in lyrical form that follows certain basic fenets of rhyme, ﬁompositiod‘ahd‘

symmetry. Lyricists for introduction songs write‘sc'Jngs fb} the star, so thé ‘Iyrical subject is the’
| star, not the poet in this case. As discussed earlier, it is inevitable for the ‘/ in introduction songs

to form an intertext between the hero’schéracte’:ffn the film and the star. Then, it can be
déduced that the introdut‘;ion songs play out to three different set§ of audiencg expectations:

1) Gettiﬁg to kn‘o‘w the'star/her_o in the '.co’r}t’ext of a _p‘a.rticular film’s storyline |

2) E#pectat.ionqs vab'oku;t‘ fchel‘message i", these songs tha.t are directly addressed " to’ the:

audience. -
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-*3) Expectations for novelty in cinematography, choreography and miscellaneous ‘surprise’
elements.
A s:t;avr)ﬁlm is the originai and.ﬁlrtimafe space to.c-:kor;‘sﬁ»m; or relfsh sfaf;perfbrmanée. It is inlt‘hevsye
ﬁlh\é, bt‘heb §tar speaks to his fans in \)isbally e«xtravagél‘it lénéuégé. Since the audiences ai‘feady
.have ‘k'r’bwled.ge of the eiements .’<’)<f a star narlk"at‘ivé,‘ pér; of kt’hé .c.uriqsity .of seeing':’htzhe“stva.r,
auaiences' expectationé and si‘mlultar’\“eoﬁfsly ‘o’ffer nov’elt‘y in oId ana Hew areas Along Wifh !yriés
hé'nd‘ dialogues, Southklndian audienée; Ha\}e déveloped; in not fully infbrrhéd? a ‘r;di’ménta'rry
apprevciatvion for §ophi;ticafed visual§. Soﬁfh lndviban‘film technicians are knowh td be L;néstérs. ‘<l)f
the Eréft providing_excellent yisuals, i;mprfess_iv'e cuts, making ‘f_highly stylized cinema” accessible
to the people (Mulvey 2006: 173). Such an audience is precbnditioned to fast cuts, frame rate
manipulation, special effects and close-ups, and in general the visual épectacle of star imagery.
Of course, these>are distributed over the entire film, not limited to introducti;)n sequences and
| sbngs. In this acéount of star visuals and their accessibility to the audience pQwered by specific
designs of cinerﬁafography, mise-en-scéne and choreography, | will begin wiih Laura Mulvey’s
conception of stéf performabnce as delayed cinema which is arguably the ‘mqst apblicable film
| theory for star c'ine"njar,i'r_fSOUthfkliridia”(200.6),',Del‘ay_e,d cinema éccording to Mulvey exists in the
im/;)Iicit freeze-frames of stars within fhe film reel, also reproduced as film stills for pre;
produyction. pronﬁotioh;s- and post-productlon Lc‘,i“rtljlatvi’dn./ She é#pléins hc‘>‘w’delaye‘d '<.:i\nerr»1'av isa
;‘kind‘ of ekt.ended/embeddedlt‘rack m icin"‘enia'slgl)ec:iéglliy mA‘a‘de'for th:e" ’fp.osséséiQe s;i)ec‘:tAatozfs”: o
.. [TIhe film ind:us'try‘ p’foduce‘d,' fron'*l. the Vv'ery'.éarli'ést:mb'n;lénts‘ of férvl‘dom,x;a
panoply of still images that could supplement the movie itself: production stills,
posters and, above all, pin-ups. All these secondary images are designed to give
the film fan the illusion of possession, making a bridge between the irretrievable
- spectacle and the individual’s imagination ....With electronic or digital viewing,
the nature of cinematic repetition compulsion changes. As the film is delayed

and thus fragmented from linear narrative into favorite moments or scenes, the
spectator is able to hold on to, pos?ess, the previously elusive image. From a
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theoretical point of view, this new stillness exaggerates the star’s iconic status.
(161) ’ ’ ‘ ‘

gongs in star films, apart from punch dialogue scenes a;id fight sequences, accommodate many
{’favorite moments” — full figure poses, silh(;ue_ttes, direct speech, and stylish gazes. There fs
access to delayed cinema before the film reléase, during the film, and post-viewing, although |t
irsyduring the film’s running time that the images are registered. So in the hurriedness of thé
frames, star iconicity transpires through suspéndéd images. As we can see in introduction danc‘é
Sfill used for fil;nkpdste:rbre‘adily rehd:er's itself for‘v translyati’b(n into pre-ﬁan’d ;;o‘st‘."c.inema spacés
(see fig. 9‘). Evén as these irﬁages rﬁové jn thé film, thgy are étﬁhed in. the Qisual memqry of the

spectator as special images of the star.

Fig. 9. Vijay's dance still incorporated as film poster for Pokkiri.

The quality of stillness in these images sIows.dov{m cinema irrespective of the narrative flow or .
the frame rate. These images are “extracted” from the screen during the spectator’s moment of
b’osséésidn "(1'64). Star cinema directs its stars to engage in performative body language and

movements that are filled with poses attracting attention.



55

Fig. 10. Invisible stillness of Rajnikanth in a song from Sivaji
The star is alive in the stillness of the image, regardless of vtheimage'; an@atg or yi_ngpir‘kn‘at’e
existence on film or on promotional material. Finally, fén'pi'oduc:tiohs reaffirm the fact that
| audiences are attentive to the “invisible stillness” in star performance. Scréér?shots and stills are
rgworked by the fans for personél poss;ession (and interaction) and social usé( like fan club

meetings and banners (see figures below).

Fig.11. Rajnikanth delaying cinemain N Fig. 12. Fan re-productions of film’s stillness
Chandramukhi. ‘
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Fig. 13. Poster of Rajni's fans wishing him on his good health, returning from Singapore after
getting medical treatment. The film still of Rajni from Sivaji outlines the real Rajni's airport
arrival. Source: Srinivasan R.

Fig.14. Vijay posing as a fisherman, Fig. 15. The same film image on a fan banner.

carrying a dead shark on his shoulders in Source: Srinivasan R.
Sura

In the above image, we can see how Vijay is deliberately posing in the introduction song
as the fisherman, painting himself as a labourer belonging to the community. The characteristic
image, where Vijay identifies himself with the subaltern is reproduced in fan banners outside a
cinema hall in Tamil Nadu (see fig. 15). The star genre is truly symptomatic of Mulvey's delayed
cinema and may even propose extended critical dimensions about cinema in abeyance beyond

the discussed practice of remote controlled viewing (using the pause button).
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Suspended cinema also deals with one of the basic units of image -- colour. Usually star
frames are brightly lit and sometimes shadow play is effected to create full or half silhouettes.
No one colour but many colours define the star. The colours around them and the ohes they
adorn‘are multiple. Desﬁite noisy Backdrops, the star is prominent, his‘ sti[lnesvs is intact. Given
that context, Paul Coates’ deliberation on “colour and/as monochrome” has an interesting
appeal‘v'vith'the multiplicity‘mdde in étar visuals (20102'. Drawing upon Seigfried Kracauer and
Gerald Mast, Coates engages with thé role of colour and monochrome in mythologization (52 -
53). Though a cursory analysis, after weighing colour or monochrome in- preSentin‘gLrefvined
" stardom, Coates‘suggegts that colour may seem to “replace stars with fiéures who alternate
between 'célébritiés and actors. The stars tumble to earth, limp away from the site pf‘thei'r‘ fall”
(53). Coates insinuates the death of the star, the myth; the star is diminished when earthly ()non-i
fictional) activities collide with the screén illusion. | agree that colo'ur: (be it monochrome orE
bolychrome) can lend itself to form cluttered cqnstellationS of star's on-screéﬁ and off—screen;
;acted out and lived schemes. But, stars in Tamil cinema meticulous'ly'[build their public images in’
direct relevance td their screen images. While there are smaller stars who tarnish by falling
;/ictim to drugs, sexual promiscuity or significantly reconstruct their images by turnin\g into a ﬁlmj _'
(li‘irec‘tb'r, and ﬁhlike Hollywodd or‘BdII‘ywood celebrities, Rajnikla,nth_énd Vijay déxférousl\} <cra‘f.t? _
tﬁéii’ popular image, unpolluted by banal celebrity culture. Aesthetically, every frame aims to
make the star standout; a'lthough colours do co-exist with uhilate}al focus on the star. ! S

- Metaphorically a- colourful film, Sivaji is aspecial. film in Rajni’s career, arlso a
~ characteristic film in fhe star genre bracket. The film is é revivalist Rajni film that revamps:and
revitalizes Rajni's star imagé. Throughout the film, the director Shankar enhances Rajni’s already
coloésal, persona. Sivaji Successfully removed all speculations;va;round chances for Rajnifs star

power to deteriorate because of his old age. In that regard, the film is replete with the Rajni
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brand. In terms of colour and mise-en-scéne, the introduction song constructs meta-texts on
Rajni’s stardom through visual inputs. Throughout the song, Rajni is always surrounded by visual
noise, what could be considered as a ‘Tamil nationalist Ian}dscape'. Although Shankar is known
for extravagant ‘song picturizafion,’ in the context of Rajni film, the song’s mise-en-scéne is
deyoted to Rajni’s image. The Tamil landscape is charactéristically marked by the set -- .the
location of the song is one of the fertile regions in Tami! Nadu, its green fields, rhountains. Along
with traditional costumes, the props occupying the screen sp.ace are primarily represehtéfi‘vé"qf
| fl'amil folk culture — statues of indigenous Tamfl gods, terracotta horses,vand folk dancers |n

traditional dance costumes.

Fig. 16. Still from Rajni’s'introduction song in Fig. 17. The all Rajni mise-en-scéne

Sivaji - ‘

An unusual prop(s) that only Rajni’s stardom can wal_rrant are the group of buriy men’with larfge
'r(')'unvd‘-s.iz.ed vp_aunCh"es. Three images“a're painted on thevir p»rdhiounc‘éd bieil{/' taps —the decbratéd
earthén pot used during Tamil harvest festiQa l, the tiger face, and finally with tiger print on their
hands, a lion mask over their faces, the painted tiger face i§ replaced by Rajni’s face. These men
jiggle their painted bodies, calling attentio'n' to signifiers attached to these images. In the final

Scerjg' of the song, Rajni is surrounded by a backdrop of his own face on multiple bodies. The
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star’s grand image cannot be emphasiied more. To the string of Tamil images, Rajni’s face:is
added, signaling his membership in Tamil cultural memory —a Tamil icon.

The group dance routines in introduction songs are fairly common in Indian cinemas.
The style and the overall choreography, however, are unique to hero-oriented films alone. An
army of men dance with the star; thé dance moves along with caméra wo.rk are careful to not let

the star get lost in the crowd (see figures below).”:

Fig. 18. Vijay rising aboyé othersin Villu " Fig. 19. Always the centre: Star and the hero in
. : ‘ 2 . Sura . ‘

Fig.20.. Rajni and his. league of followers in Fig.21. Rajni, victorious wjt.h'n)ass poWer in
Chandramukhi o ' Arunachalam. o ‘

B Two songs, one from Pokkiri and another from Sivaji have instead an ‘army of women’ dancing around
the stars. | want to discuss these in relation to masculinity, female desire and fight sequences later.
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| The star is either in an.elevated position, or the camera angles are low, either way, the
identities of the hero and the star fold unto each other.16 In the area of choreogréphy, Rajni and
Vijay’s dance skills -are largely different.. Vijay, the younger and better dancer, is given
sophisticated dance roﬁtines,‘ that’ also - resonate ‘with the Tamil kuthu flavour. Kuthu is a
shortening of the word dappan’kuthu -- dappa + kuthu. The kind of dénce the poor (or the
'masses') engaged in impromptu dance mosftly;beating some 'dappa’ or box, a cheap drum at
best. It's almost like jazz in that there's nc;') c;rchestration or strict grammar. It was a \A;ell
fecognized 'genre' of its own as early as thei 50s (based on bsome of thg films then). The
émphasis is on matching the rhythm for the mbod and the dance that is almost always one of
- reveling -- even in death anniversaries. Thét pepp\'/ rhythm was Athen adopted by thelmusicé

industry and fused with more modern equipments. And since celebration in Tamil cinema is best

~expressed by sexuality of some kind, it became a staple. Kuthu steps are predominantly pelvic

thrusts and jerky body movements. Rajni, for the last ten years has been performing robotic

movemghts, restricted to the 'utpper part of his body alone. Easily n'oﬁceablé, dancers around
Rajni lirrjit their flexible body being careful not to steal the thunder from him. While dance is

integral to the Vijay spectacle, not so for Rajni, it’s his style mannerisms that are pophlai_'. Vijay’s

dance pérformances are filled ‘unique’ steps that are choreographed evspeciallvy for him, thereby _

making his dance style an integral component of his star image.

Another strategic element tq keep the star conspicuous is his costume. In ger@ral, the
dress designs are flal;hboyant, but in narratives where they' play the role of ordinary laborers like
rickshaw driver, milkman, of fisherman, fof instance, theré is a conflict in dressing the star as a

everyman and‘yet make him look special. Costume designers for star films, fully aware of the

~ * The dancers also represent the star’s mass. An awkward word combination, but it widely'uséd in the
industry. In the third chapter, | will speak about the star’s mass in the context what the phrase referred to
the directors and fans. o o N B ’

o~
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demands set~by the star’s persona, strike a balance between authenticity and extravagance to
create cinema's duplicitous subaltern hero. Minor details like double-shirts, difference in how
the star’s scarf is worn or white shoes for the star whlle the dancers are barefoot etcetera, help

create the desired hero image (see flgures below)

Fig. 22. Rajm in Baasha as an autorickshaw F|g 23. Rajnl in Annamalai as a milkman.
driver with fellow workers. - Co

&

'  Fig. 24, Vijay sta nding out es the lea.der in sea blue shir_t inSura
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Star Oratory: The Punch Effect

Next to introduction songs, puvn-ch dialogues a‘re‘c‘r'ucial in the production ot star texts. ML(‘itR's
suk‘ccess“\v/vas rooted in his eloquence, and his abilitynto d:eliyer lenéthy, complex’and‘ poetfc
\dialo'gues ‘in Tamil commonly seen in films of the tifties and si*ttes. fhe same cannot he said
ahout Lhajnikanth whowis not a‘native Tamil and‘ hrs ‘dialogues \Arere insptred by’ vernaclular
Tamll 7 Nevertheless hIS styllyzed dellvery became very popular among hIS fans and one could
f“nd evocative Imes throughout his films with some Imes belng repeated more often than others
These were called the punch dialogues as they comprise crisp .lines that go backrand‘forth in
rhythm‘ic and rhymic timin’g.b Punch dialogues were u'sually meant to'serve as‘e.xcl.amation) fora
plot point, sebrmon, or scene. MG‘R’s initial success, khowever, \Aras not all his. It yvas b’olstered bky
the penmanship of Muthuvel Karunantdhi who scripted sorne of the most flowery speeches for
MGR’s characters Karunanrdhl 3 scnpt wrrtmg is rooted in Tamrl Nadu S hlstorlcal appeal for
adukku moli’ (speakmgv in rhymes and snlppets) This textual tradition enhanced furthervm
delslvery, especnally by poets poIntrcuans and later by film actors emerglng as the ”vDravrdlan
aesthetlc of Tamrl oratory (Bate 2009) The |mportance of the word’ in Tamll cmema went
through the tra_nsn'ion from’ politically and ideologically Ioaded .scripts of MGR to mass-oriented
scripts in uRajn‘iItantvh's fllms that introduce'\d'new dynamicsto the Iead:character. Considerin‘g
kho‘w cinema was the.tirst medtumto make the artst accessible to the masses irrespective of
class, caste and I|teracy Ievels, the spoken word had an |mportant partnershlp wnth vnsual |mages

(Slvathamby 1981 21)

Rajmkanth is originally from Maharashtra, a Marathi who moved to the state of Karnataka where he
made a living as a bus conductor. Later, he moved to Madras {(now Chennai) to study acting at the Film
Institute. MGR, too, is not a native Tamil. He’s a Malayalee {from the southern state of Kerala) bornin Sr|
Lanka Both stars sought acting as a profession in the Tamil language. : SR

' Karunanidhi, the leader of the DMK party, is also the former Chief Minister of Tamrl Nadu
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Rajnikanth’s punches: Vijay's reference
- .- Shivaji Rao Gaekwad ‘under the screen name of Rajnikanth made his debut in a
supporting role in\Apoorva Rdagangal (Magical Musical Notes) (1975). In a short span o»f three
years and thirteen Tamil films, Rajnikanth:rose to the status of a star and was ordained a
Superstar in the 1978 film Bairavi.lgf’Hc/e played a series of _uhchyaracte’r'i'stic villain roles before
being cast as a hero. But even in those seemingly minor kr‘p‘l‘és, he managed to share equal screen
tﬁmg with t}h‘e hgrog;.' His styljzefi deliygry‘of’dialogyes\anc; manneri}smgjcaqyght the attention of
fche,_aud;i/e.nces and the industry‘. He d‘evgloped‘his distvincjtive‘"_sc’:ree‘n persona ‘t‘l"gou‘gh‘ such
v‘signat’u‘re actions as: how _he shot his headk up, ?r’noving his hair covevlzjn.g, his forehqu:wi;t,h‘his
‘ finggr; to give a deep gaze (before'a vdialogue), .flip’pingjhis cigarettes from hahd: to the’_‘r‘nou‘th,
laughing with a dash of arrogance énd walking briskly. Cqmbining hi; trader;ark panache with
the old traditipn of politlicaly oratory, script writers and directors engineered his screen image
throqgh dialogﬁes that had ya ‘bowerful éhoite of yvords and rhyme. Not ljntil Annamalai (1992)
aﬁd in‘ ‘fil‘ms théréaﬁer, we‘re punch dialogués.clearly marked by repetitioﬁ within the film. Tﬁése '
fécﬁrrent Ifnes sérv‘ed)>to reinférce thé staf effe¢t — special Iiﬁes méfking him aé éxtré-ordinary
én:d.wo(rlidly.' Punch dviélég.ﬁcie‘s; are U§ua;lly r‘near.f; to séwe és exclamation fbr a plot pount, is‘ermo‘n,
br scene fhaf sirrnr?)ly’ ers‘féb[’islyles tha’I’t‘ very chéracte‘rfs;tic. The Iinés themselvég are kbr‘ief, sharp
ka’n.d ryhythrknic.‘ Thevy&'add the fiﬁél ’bﬁhch!’ to thé dialogﬁés witﬁv‘\/ariét‘iohs in intpnation and pace
ofde'i‘i‘very. B R |
o Joseph Vijayy C‘hénd}asgkhaf is‘v; :reylééi\}/ely yo:u’ng"er‘s’tér, df{lyiso filhs old. He began tQ
.Wdrk on His own for‘mulaibc‘;-)unch diélog;és only |n thé la':st. te'n fllms or so. He does not have tod
many td hIS eredif, witH many bein’g.oQérsi‘rrv\prfi‘ed versi;)ns of Réjni’s dialogues. Despite béiné

star-specific, punch dialogues house common themes that have been consistently repeated in a

*® Rajnikanth had also acted in films »of' other regional languages — especially in Telugu, Kannada and later
in Hindi. His career curve turned out be successful in Tamil cinema where he became its ‘greatest’ star.
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number of films. Self-aggrandizement »has been the recurring motif in these dialogues. ‘I
becomes important to convey the message of the film and the persona of the star. Let us look:
some of Rajni’s punch.dialogues:

oI will do what | say; 1 will elso do what | don't say (Annamalai. 1992).

If | say it once, it’s akin to have said it a hundred times (Baasha, 1995).

- I make my own way. Do not interject. You will die (Padaiyappa, 1999)

As it is ‘ev‘idenf, the lines are mere boosters to the‘ stars persoﬁé: Theée dialoguesk are not

neéessarily profound philoéophical revelatiohs, nevertheless, they reflect‘vrﬁ'aé.culine‘ culture’s

prerequisite for oral assertion of what, in the end, is empty heroism. Vijéy"é dialegues, in fny

dpinidn, are prosaic, and onevcan say that they e‘re in fdrcéd cbmblia néé to the gehre érar‘nmar:v
If I've decided once; | wiil not heed to r'ny‘ own words (Pokkiri).

Before you lay a finger on me, think about it once or twice and then hit me.
After you've touched me, you'll never be able to think (Sura)

fhe imporf.ance. of the self to the star genre as é peint ofaudiedce identification With ’c.ons.tant.
-.allﬁf;us‘ions to o‘ne’s‘ eebebilfty and power cah be deduced frdm l’dymese I‘i4nes. Andrew Kennedy
(1975) in h|s work o‘n ‘drama.tie viedguavge explains the: uSe df FtAheatricaI fhetdric in the public
lreaim as eharacterjstic .c>‘f:poiiti(‘:s'and prdpaganda. He argues that “public languages are pre-
_fabricated, ad_d that s‘ch ilenéuaegves in tdrn faldricaté relves" (31) Temii perfdfma;tivity achieved
its gvlameur‘ized.tradiﬁon in tkheatre. Diablogue wfiting in Tamilk"c:ider'vna ir‘re'voc'ably\ folleWed in the
footsfeps of anc%ent ltheatrics sfnce the period of‘ Silapa’tlﬁik‘eram. DMK’s use of"cinent'na forv.
political. probaéanda_ ‘fdrtheflivdddced the-t‘r}eatrical kfo’rdi to ty)volster’ externai, socfo-pdlitical
redldied from outside the ‘screen. So 4”prefab»rication" through these piq{uant dialogues impact
“roles” — the exterhel ima.ge's:of etars. Kenned;/ rlghtly bihdcevr‘poratesﬁtarl Jung’s ‘c\dncepk).t‘;of'
persona - the mask one wears (false Vself): “one could say, With Iittlle exaggerati.on,fthat the

persona is that which in reality one is not, but which oneself as well as others think one is” (32).
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Punch dialog'ues work undgr the same principle — they help fabricate a larger outer self for the
actor. If Rajnikahth"s;pc;pljlar pérsona is manuféctﬁred by tﬁe film, thegé diaioéués aét asrpive‘c‘es
of the machine that are portable, transferrable and hence, .circulated almost as a synecdoche.
Punch dialogues also indulge in\ classic’doublve entendres — as 'polyiticbal puurgxcr’\es..AlI the bdia-logues
indirectly refer t;) Rajnikaﬁfh's "political motl)ves and 'Rsta‘nce é‘spe‘ci}ally wnth fega;d to' h|s Wfsﬁ-to
not support already existing political parties. Since the early nineties, from politicians to media
persons, from friends to fans, everyone has been instigating Rajnikanth to take up politics.: His
reluctance is well-grounded in the actual risks of becoming a political figure in the complex
structure of Tamil Nadu’s Dravidian politics. However, Rajnikanth has not refrained from hinting
at a foray into politics, and that is because his films (up until Endhiran (Robot, 2010)) have
capitalized on populist codes integrated into star cinema. As always, even réc?éntly in a televised
interview on NDTV news chan_nel,. he chose to answer speculations ‘diplomatically’ by stating
that “If it’s God’s wish that | enter politics, then that isrmy destiny. Right n‘..O\‘N, he has asked me
to play the role of an acfor"l("No one can compel mé"). His pUnc_h dialogue “Nobody knows

about how and when | will arrive, but | will arrive when the time is right” from (Muthu) directly

/s
\

addresses these issues in his public life.

' Problematic»‘representations and» interpretatidns of gender roles figuré throughout the
star.narrative. Punch dialogueS,’ too, uphold popular misogyny. The stars are d{sually portrayed
as ’;good_ WOman"~evaqgeIists - propégating dos and don’ts of how women should conduct
‘then'yl.;sel‘ves in Témil s;o;iéty. The hero is often seen offering counsel to women who 'misbef\ave'
as seen :iri ';hésé examblesﬁ | T o o -

I honour respect and WOI’ShIp women, but wle women Ilke you can do nothmg
to a strand of my hair, let alone me (Mannan). : o

~ A man who's too greedy and a woman who's too angry have never lived a good
life (Padayappa).
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A woman has to show patience not unleash anger; humility not greed; should
act peaceful not authoritative; should have control, not be cathartic; must show
devotion not be boisterous. In total, a woman needs to behave like a woman
(ibid. )

God created man for woman, and woman for man, to each for thelr needs

We have to discipline ourselves - one woman for one man. :
Reveal your body to that one man, not to the entire town. Otherwnse, aII the
men in town will want to sleep with you (Sivakasi). - ;
"It is not surprising that theses punch lines receive much applause, as they appeal to the
dominant sexist disc_ourse.‘ Male stars not only police a woman's conduct but also exercise their
masculine authority to support dependable roles of the mother, the pregnant woman or the
chastity of women in general, most importantly in the role of the protective brother: The stars
advocate a pseudo critique of patriarchy also tempered with masculinist ideals. The above set of
dialogues place Rajnikanth and Vijay as alpha males and the females in their films are objectified
either as love interests or ruthless women who later reform or are taught a lesson by the male
stars. Rajnikanth’s punch dialogues allow subversive alliteration of masculinity. The presence of
femme fatales, women deviating norms (psychic powers,) or dainty darlings in his films acts as
catalysts for :obscene performances of. masculinity.?’ Many critics believe some of these
dialogues were targeted against current Chief'Minister of Tamil Nadu“VJayaIalitha\ Jayaram -

MGR’s female co-star who later became his political heir. Nevertheless, in order to avoid

emasculation, the hero is often bestowed intrusive authority over women.

Punch Dialogue Mechanics
| Rajnikanth over the years has consistently worked on a unique style of dialogue delivery.
The lines themselves are brief, sharp and rhythmic. He adds the final ‘punch’ to the dialogues

with variations in intonation, pauses and speed. In doing so, Rajnikanth abides by the ‘art of

2

® Mannan (1992), Padaiyappa (1999), Chandramukhi >(2008), Muthu (1995) are some of the few films
among many.
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rhetoric’. Michael Hawcroft in Word as Action: Racine, Rhetoric and Theatrical Language lists
the different, traditional parts of the rhetoric as: “(a) inventio,. (b) dispositio, (c) elocutio, (d)
memoria, and (e) actio or pronuntiato” (1992: 4). The first three parts — invehtion, disposition
and elocution are concerned with the comppsition of speech or structure of the written te*t,
clearly,‘script writers pen it down with persuasive power of words in mihd. Hawcroft recognizes
memory ahd_action as skills that are particularly required for ”perfomance'_of speech”. The

“persuasive speaker" then does the followmg [R]emember the words, adopt a suntable tone of
v0|ce supply appropnate bodlly and famal gestures (Ibld) That is why Rajnlkanth is rarely
d:scussed in terms of his actmg skills after the nineties (Rangan 2007) Rather, film critics have
alh/ays recogn‘nsed his style of spave pekr.suasrveness. \HIS convincing execution of the rhetoric
mak’es him a rhaster of that art, cornmphly rationavli‘sed ashis 'mass appeai"-. This can also be
con5|dered one of the sugnaﬂcant performance signs” in the star’s cohstrtuted perforrhance
style" (Dyer 1998: t34, 142). His rendition of these dialogues is complemented with calculated
cihematography_and special sound effects. Low-angled, canted shots of his full profile and

several close-ups of his face, eyes and mouth increase his stature.

_ Fig.25. Rajnikanth'’s style antics for punch dialogues in Padaiyappa (1999)
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Fig. 26. Punch dialogue Still from Arunachalam (1997)
Apart frofn the dramatic background score ’that boosf his ‘powerful presence’, ev‘ery bodily
motion iszaccompanied by a ‘whooshing’ sound effect common in acﬁon‘ films, bﬁt Here, they
are accompaniments for stylistic rﬁo\/ements as well, along with fist punches ind kicks‘ that mark
the star as invincible. No one else in the diegetic frame is given these audio punctuations to
locate the star as a supe‘rhuman above the ordvinary. The;e sound histrionics make his body
Ianguage appear gallant and give him the superhero persona, although unlike Hollywood

superheroes, Rajnikanth and Vijay can be referred to as quasi-digital superheroes.”

21 . . i . .
The absence of comic superheroes can be ascribed to the overwhelming superhero narratives of film
stars. Tamil stars may even have currency as Tamilian fictional superheroes .
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. | Flg 27. ’Vixen and the ’Llon ’-- Ramya Krishnan and Rajnlkanth in Padalyappa
To eIucndate thlS meldlng of performance cmematography /and sound effects I shaII analyse a
scene from Padayappa (see flg 27) The f|Im has a female antagonlst Neelambari (Ramyav
Krishnan) a rlch arrogant grrl who desnres Padaiyappa (Rajnlkanth) ln th|s scene she challenges
’ro marry him even if he’s not interested in her. Rajnikanth retorts: | .

- PADAIYAPPA: Child... You mentioned that you admire five thlngs about me. But you

haven t seen my S|xth face yet.

. At this moment, he flings his wrist‘ and poinfs his ind‘e‘x finger and runs it down oointing from hIS |
face through the torsoi The swrft hand movements are maoe thh soaring, threatenmg sound
effects -as he cautlons "i)on tvconfront this S|xth face | \fou cannot bear fhe consequences. It W|II _
agoniz‘e' you!" With this intimidating‘line, he turns lhis back on Ne.eia/mbari. She raises her voice
to stop h.im._H.e‘cuts her short again by a promot‘moveiment of the right haknd. fowardsu the right
han‘d-side of his booy, with the inde)r f"inger faciné dovvn. 'i'he vvide, low and titled camerab angie

~ now frames Rajnikanth standing tall and mighty against a backdrop of the vast, blue sky. He
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oscillates his finger from front to back and brings it in front of his face gesturing a ‘no’, wﬁen he

l recites the film’s main punch dialogue: |

\PADAI\‘(APPA: You don’t know rﬁe! | '
| make my own way! Don’t intervene!

The ;harp, agile movements of his fingers here are incorporated to signal that he has his own
uniq‘ue way of dealing with matters and that it is~bettef that others don’t interject. This scene
encapsulates the use 'of cinematography, ‘blockihg/ performance, setting, sound/music  and
dialogue to present a magnified image of the actor — painting him as the virile star. Therefore,
making very little distinction between “the performer and the performance” the scene becomes
entirely "’perfoffnative” (Edwards 100). The character, the story and the .narrati‘ve are
synthesized into constructing the star image becoming a perfomati\fe excess 6? male stardom. -

- Reception and Reproduction of Punch Dfalogues

The reception of punch dialogues has been the vital gj‘riving!force for.their currency in

popular culture. Circulation of the star image is facilitated through reworking of texts by viewe.fs .
into the economy df,fan culture. Fans have their own systems of productions and distribution in
the overlapping zone between pop culture and sub-cultures_that form outside but from within
its site. In this regard, thé consumption énd production of punch lines foilow John Fiske’s mode
of enunciative productivity — which “occurs only within immediate social relationships and exists

“only for its moment of speaking” (1992: 30, 39). The oral deliverance of punch dialogués and its
aural reception are transmitted orally affirming the power of the punch — speaking for itself,-thé
punch line is an effective proﬁouncement of the star hegemony. Moreover, Fiske says that the
“popular cultural capital” generated byrenunciatic;n is “limited to restricted circulétion, a very
Iocalized e”évqnomy” ‘(ib‘id). It is at Fhis juncture ‘th‘a\t fan culture in India deviates t‘ol‘exhirbit fprofitf
on a dyiff‘évrén‘_t'pl‘a'he‘.‘ Fans o_fl Réjnikanth afé‘n'otl féstfﬁcted to small commurjit'i:e'sy. "I’fhgy';airé

[T
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innumerous as organised fan clubs, internet forums and as families of fans. While one fan might
contribute to the fan websites on Rajnikanth, another will organise charity events in the star’s
name. On the other hand, | have seen a family of Rajnikanth fans fighting to watch the first-day-
first-show of his film and anqther fan would repeat a punch dialogue aptly during a gaﬁe of
cricket with friends. Thus, the fan.community is ‘not concentrated in pockets and the star effect
is extensive even reaching Japan in the case of Rajnika’nth.22 S.V. Srinivas (2009) maps similar
kind of fandom of Rajnikanth’s peer Megastar Chiranjeevi from the Telugu film industry. He
points: out that fans of:film. stars in South‘ Indian cinema invariably defy existingz reception
patterns (theqrised/adapted from Western audience samples - audiences). (1 — 6). Tamil Nadu
. has nﬁrtured a “folk culture of cinema” where fans circumvent the invisible Wall between reality
and cinema, and allow cinematic presence to dominate their daily lives — Ieisd;e, family, friends,’
work, social activities(and political ideologies (Hardgrave 2008). One of the aspects evidenced by
star cinema _spectatorship 'is: thet cinema - has transfused -with ‘SOCia|, with culture and
community. In that sense, the Tamil audiences’ daily life interaction with and reproduction of‘
puneh lines has been »instrumental ;er.'determining the power of punch Ifnes in serving stardom.

- In many ways, the sequences that fnvolve punch dialogues unfold like an \infomercial
structured by a tripartite introduction: a contrast with the hero’Stenemy; why fhe audience
needs to identifvaith the hero; and finally a tag line that keeps the audience reminded of who
the winning star product (or star commodity) is; not just for the rest of the film ‘buit ‘for other
films too. Therefore punch lines are part of the set of conventions that compose the star genre;
they “seem to exist precisely to o;‘genize,»determine, or otherwise channel the audience’s

potentially varied responses into a:homogenous, single: point of view” (Turner 164). In

22 pfter the release of the film Muthu (1995) in Tokyo, considerable reports have been documented on
rising fan following for the star in Japan (The Hindu 2002). However, | share the same apprehension as
Ashish Rajadaksya who suggests that media and Rajni’s PR team exaggerate international fandom with
obvious vested interests in commercial expansion(2009).
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accordance with audience expectations, the “repetitive and variant”. characteristic of these
dialogues within a film and across multiple films supports the fundamental logic of genre (Neale
56). Punch dialogues deliver and sustain the ‘punch’ of the star genre almost like a promotional
trailer. The relationship between dialogues and the star image has helped mediate the genre
process at large. To put it in a nutshell (with a ‘punch’), punch dialogues not only create the star,
but also maintain a constant supply of star dust. - -
Of Praying and Preaching: Hinduism and Populism

. Common to all star films, the hero engages in o‘rétions that personify him as a leader with
inspiring qualities‘,’ én‘d éreat wisdo’m; He counsélis ofﬁe}s on hO\'N’t(v) I;eéd ’go‘ozc"i'\ in‘\}"es. These
sermonic spiels on moral goodness are supplemented with the star’s populist ideas. The term
populism is the‘ phizlos’op‘h.y‘ that arises out the a.ssociation bet'we.en the word ‘people’ and
adjectives like ‘common’ .and ‘ordinary’. It is also related to idea of‘people as a “mass of
common people” belonging to the lower strata of the society, with little access to resources that
are Iargely and easily available to the elite (Harris 2). This imbalanced verticality of power
provides the basis for populism or rather different formations of populism. While empowerment‘
populism aims t<; "aw’ake/n ordin:alry beoble to see “the alien and privileged elite” as tﬁe source of
all their broblerﬁ‘s’.&and [)>rve.r»)art’e‘tﬁen'1 ‘to Afight’ against the perp‘etrators, protection populism
relocates blame on certain isolated selfish interests/ individuals aléne and:that the elite or.the
righteous guardians of law will protect them (Swamy 1996). Narendra’Subramanian‘identifies
patemalfst populism as that which advocates:a father figure working fqr the welfare of his
people, like of that of MGR, and assertive populism as that which-emerged out of competition
between different politi‘cal parties in the state, vying for authority over Dravidian consciousness
(11 - 12). All of Rajni and Vijay’s films under the star filrh banner overtly employ protection

populism.- The stars are the entrusted saviors of victims suffering from social conditions like
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poverty, éorruption or crime. They act as self-appointed leaders and spokespersons for'the
Tamil people. Song lyrics and dialogues emphatically address these themes. With examples from
Rajni and Vijay’s star songs, I shall examine how moral, political and religious endorsements for
mass appeal are deftly integrated into the star discourse. In the song Oruvan Oruvan (The One,
The One) from Muthu, Rajni first asserts the concept of god, and then continues to preach
genéral truisms about life. The same rings true with Vijay's songs, for éxample, he first invokes
God i‘n a song from Kaavalan. |
~ God is the boss; and all others in the world are mere workers. ge
.One who wonders about his fate is a fool; the one who conquers it is wise..
(Muthu) e .
"The guardian of the heaven and earth,

the one who saves you and me is no one else but god
(Kaavalan) '

o

In Villu’s introduction song, Vijay sings in detail about the boons he would ask from Hindu gods
and mythical"ﬁgures. Recalling the Hindu parables, the trope of gods granting saints and ardent
devotees special powers, Vijay; mimics similar saintI;l devotion and closeness with god.
I ask;ed Rérﬁa fofé bow
1 asked Bheema for a mace-
| asked Muruga for a peacock
- l asked for your love and affection (V/l/u)
., Later in the same song, Vijay adds, “If god asks me what | would want? | would ask for peaceful
land for refugees.” The obvious referents here are the Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. Thekstar also
becomes the intermédiary bétween the people and god. It is almost as though ‘stars were
substitutes for gods — earthiy gods who make up for the invisibility or even illogical absence of
any éctuél godly entity. By acknowledging ‘divine supremacy’, Rajni and Vijay pledge allegiance
to the hegemonic disc0ﬁrse on t‘heism, yielding to populaf consensus. With god beside, the star

is now qualified to act as the guiding light for the masses.
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1

When MGR began his acting career, he canvassed atheist and enti—Bréhmin ideals of the
DMK party. After he branched off as ADMK (Anea Dravidian Progressive Federation), Iike Ann.a
he strategically acknoWledged the presence of an external power as god, quoting Anna - “One
race, one god'}’.23 Rajnikanth, who is known as a pious individual off-screen, manages te bring
“god with him” into his film narratives. Typically, god as sbmeone that i§ at his side; even when -
all is lost, Rajni’s character is undeterred with the power of god. In his trademark style, he poirits
his finger or Ieoks upward, meaning ‘god will guide me’ but also equating himself to éod by
i'nsinuating a sépecial relationship between tﬁem. Vijay, too, oftee embraces the omnipotence of
god, derived from the Rajni formula. It is important to re-emphasize here that the coneept of
god alludes to Hindu gods. There is extensive preSence ef Hindu iconography in starbfilms. They
play Hindu chareefefs, wéar holy vermillion marks on their fofeheads, and the fi.l.ms construct a
mise-en-scéne that clearly integrates temple bells, lighting of lamps and idols of Hindu qus as
props. There is seldom a film without a temple scene. Of course, religious tokenism is pervasive;
for‘example: S:a mention of Jesus Christ when describing Rajni’s patience in song from Baasha or
.. placement,of at leest one dancer behind Vijay who recognizable as a Muslim (for wearing the
skull cap) This sort of practice only reflects the accepted methods of problem so\lving in the

Indian scenario of religious diversity;

23,AD,MK was named after the founder DMK Annadurai, who was the former chief minister of Tamil Nadu
and well-known as writer and speaker. '
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Fig. 28. Rajni ‘framed’ as god under a temple dome in Chandramukhi

- Fig. ‘2_9 Rajni withk’>Hindu’ dancers‘in\ Chqn.dr(qr.n_ukhiv |

t Almyost all injcroduction 'songs anvdr vopening‘ scenes. adhe're,to Hindu traditions‘,’ by
a‘u'spilciousl‘y /co.mr’nenycving Qf the event ,of cinema or narrative in the ;uppq'sed 'preseng:e’_ of god,.
which in termS of_cologr,) is an orange-ﬁl/led mise-grp-scé‘nei. The ‘v’isqal jmagery in songs I‘i(ke

‘Devuda Devuda’ (God God) from Chandramukhi and ‘Hey Rama Rama’ from Villu have cluttered
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backdrops with a plentitude of religious symbols. Within the interiors of a Hindu temple, Rajni
dances with men clad in orange robes (see fig. 28), and other men wearing sacred white-red
marks on their forehead and (see fig. 29). Hindu make-up and. costuming _causeé star
introductions to reinforce the dominant status of Hindu religion in India. It is through the star
that dominant ideology is transmitted. Vijay on other hand, though replicates these motifs, he is
caeght in a predicament as he is a practicing Christian in;real life. In-a majority of his films, Vijay

plays Hindu protagonists, coloured by conspicuous Hindu iconography.

(2008) foregrounded ' by ‘the'islamist colour - backdrop in Villu.
and symbol

' He has often been questioned for his double dealing between Hinduism and Christianity
(Narayanan 2009). In Sura, Vijay chooses to present himself as a secular being. The scene is

inside a church and Vijay prostrates before the cross, laying flat on the floor and kneeling

performing the postures for both Hindu and Christian worship. A priest walks in and is amused

by Vijay’s action. Vijay explains that all religions and all gods are the same. for him. Vijay in an

effort to attract support from the Muslim 'community inserted lyrical references to Allah in a

Fig. 30. Vijay praising Allah in Kuruvi (Sparrow) Fig. 31. Vijay in front of a Hlndwsm coloured
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song from Kuruvi. He stands front of the Islamic symbol and colour when he sings the words
“Allah Allah” (seé figure 9.3). However, the excessive presence of Hinduism in star films may

supersede the issue of‘Hinduism being the dominant religion in India. Heroic tales of Hindu gods

do present a subliminal cultural context for characterizations of heroism in Indian cinema. Sikata

Bannerjee (2005), however, iﬁvents the terh “masculine Hinduism” and ‘tracesi its emergence as

nationalist respoﬁse to the masculinity crisis triggered by British colonialism in India. She argues

that resistance to the castrating project of colonialism was shaped thro?ugh a revival of

masculfnist imagery deriVed frorﬁ"andﬁfrlr‘n»lt'hcv)lo‘gical litera‘turic.e'(7'2‘).’ Aééording to Bannerjee,
) t}wo.Hinidu’icolr‘\s symb\o‘lize masculini;y: the Hindu soldier and the wa_rriprfmqf\k.

The former [Hindu soldier] conﬁgurgd manhood bygmphasizing_martial

prowess, physical strength, and patriotic fervor in battle; and the latter

[warrior-monk] model moved beyond these traits to emphasize spiritual

- strength and moral fortitude, traits essential for Hindu masculinity. (73) *

N Réjnikanth's roles seem to have imbibed traits from both iconic figures. It can be

SUrhised that to facilitate the star’s masculinity, his subscription’ to 't‘he‘dOrhiriairkit religion is

a'ImOSt'iﬁdispensable'. Rajni and Vijay can be said to be depicted as ultra masculine soldiers

designated by Hindu gods, and the explicit Hindutva (Hindu fundamentalism)'mise¥e\h-scéne can

be seen‘as‘only a‘vehicle fo; the masculinity spectaele. At other times, stars also remain loyal to

the popular ‘comedic’ trope in Indian films where the hero talks to an idol as though god were

his best pal, mostly with Pillaiyar, the elephant god (see fig.32). =
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Fig. 32. Vijay as pals with Pillaiyar in Kaavalan

As an isolated case, in Baba_ (2002), Rajni significantly leans toward the warrior-monk type,'
betause, the film tells the story of a non-belieyer w}ith alleged ‘bad habitsi like drinking‘ and
eating meat, tréﬁSforfﬁihg i.n‘t'o a"theist; saint with combat and mystical powers. Rajnikanth is
believed to have ‘invested hirhself ‘pversolnaylly in the making of the ﬁlmvwith his own ideaé about
god. and spiritual enlighfenrheht. Thé ’film‘, ,the»refore, takes an importanf place‘ bi.nl t-hé history of
“Tamil cinema, considering DMK films advocated strong anﬂ-Hindi and atheist views during what

was the mc;st siéhifiﬁant périod for Tamil nationalism. Noteworthy of these sermons\is the artful |
integration of r'religivdus\ d‘c;-good»nessv With §trong populist themes. Stars’ political speeches
appeavl to the v_vfdl;king’-él’;s;sl sénfi\méntls |n thé. Tamil sbcie';y. Thkei‘;lr inétrucf a;bouf ‘rr;c")rqals, éfﬁics
and some simple axioms common to all religious ahd moralistic philosophies. The referen_cés
they make to the ordinary man are most important, as the tone used endears the star with the
Imasses. Some excerpts from Rajni’s populist elocu;cioﬁ:

Why do you need weapons to win in this world?

Why do you need a sickle to pluck a flower?

To gain riches or treasures, why do you turn to a battlefield?

~ Control your desire and everything will be yours.

- If you have some money in your hand, you will own it; if you are burled neck-
- deepin money, it wull own you (Muthu) :
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Think about it, only if the farmer toils in the land can we have rice to eat.

If our sewage workers are on holiday for four days, the whole city will stink

If not for our barber friend, where will we get our good looks from?
(Chandramukhi)

Rajni acknowledges the hard labour of the people from the lower classes and castes. The star
becomes someone who provides some relief with the caring attention, the continuance of which
is effected by fan-run social welfare associations.24 The star also spells out virtues for good
llvmg, just I|ke one would seek clarlty fr0m rellglous texts Stars re- crrculate popular vices in
order to be con5|dered as good dependable Ieaders I|ke thelr cmemat|c and polmcal

predecessors and contemporaries. The following lines from Vijay’s populist script exhibit such
notions:

If women read Bharathiyar®, they will gain courage

If you think of Karl Marx, his eyes will turn red o

If you respect Periyar®®, rationality will come toyou N

Try worshipping your parents,

Everyone will receive all they want!

..Like school-going children, let’s be together without caste prejudices
Like tigers let us live without fear (Villu) (Bow, 2009).

e

Don’t disobey your mother.

Don’t heed to advice from bad people.

.. Live and let live.

Try to reach the sky during this life.

If anybody troubles, take out your knife.

If they bow at you, give your shoulder as a friend (Vettaikaran) (Hunter, 2009).

Vijay’s lyrics are evidently simplified from Rajni’s. The difference, again, may lead to the kind of
audience age groups sought, and also indicative of an evolving feature' of diglossia in star

[N

2 stars for the most part are reported give funds for fan activities. While Rajni does not encourage it,
other younger stars are believed to actlvely monltor and build thelr fandom through direct distribution of
funds (Vangal).

Bsubramani * Bharathiyar (1882 - :1921),  revolutionary:: Tamil poet who took part in -the  Indian
Independence movement, also strongly supported women'’s liberation.
* periyar E.V. Ramasamy (1879 - 1973), founder of the Dravidar Kazhagam (Dravidian Federation) and
pioneer of the Self-respect and Dravidian movement. M.S.S Pandian rightly describes him as “an
|rrepre55|ble iconoclast” (1991:30). He is the true leader of the Dravidian movement who had no vested
interests in state power. Karunanidhi, Anna and MGR are all known for corrupt governance (Pratt 16). '
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langu‘age. Just as star-specific texts emerge, the language used to appeal to the people also
varies from Rajnikanth to Vijay. While Rajni’s lines display certain poetic meaning, Vijay offers a
moré_ plebian language, like elementary lessons in value education. Though there are
indepgndent lyricists, like MGR, Rajni and Vijay monitored most of the writing (incljuding
direction). Vijay’s fan/PR team again‘belongs to relatively a younger gé_neration, and seehs to
attrac_‘t the urban youth for the same reason. Interestingly, populist emphases extend tp the
visual‘/ register serving as lyrical enhancements. How are these themes incorporated in‘: song

performance?

Fig 33. Vijay in Vettaikaran, singing about the plight of the poor
In tﬁt_e above image, Vijay and his men, dance beside a populist prop, é desti;cute’woman With a
child.: He sings: “A child sleeps on her lap, a ﬁat naps on the stove; no one ha§ done much to
prevent/poverty.” By déncing beside a symbolic figure of dire poverty, Vijay loosely suggests that
he w4oubld like to reform these social dis_crepanc‘i:es‘if Nﬁe ehfgrs poliﬁés. His dual mvo't.iv/e :is to
entertain fans in thekcihema aﬁd to crééte aﬁ 6ff—s;:reen VcAonte\xt for»trlle Iaunchi‘ng of a political

career. Such human props act as signifiers for his political interest are found in introduction



81

songs: (see fig. 34 and fig. 35), propagating the star as the darling of the masses — brand

ambassadors of empathy. .

" Fig. 34. Vijay respectful and considerate about the elderly in Kaavalan.

Fig.35. Sewage workers with arms folded, saluting Rajni in Chandramukhi
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A combination of images and words that act as mirrors for the subaltern are soothing counter-
realities. There is an evident social éngle to cinematic fantasy offered by these films. In this way,
star films are intended to work as wholesome entertainments. The films offer the hero és a
“cinematic and socio-political solution to addrésS social problems related to class, caste and
regional idéntities. That they actually solve the préblem is debatable, and that audiences believe
in these cinematic realities is also not veritable.
“Who is Tamil?”: Tamilian and his Tamil ‘nation’ .~ -

" Altman fnakes a/A prec;ise‘observvatiojn l;égal.'ding‘ genfé and nation. :Hé Stétesb thaf ”Iikév thé
notion of natioﬁ, the very idea of genre exists in the singulér only >as a matter of convenience -
or ideology” (86). ;l'he singﬁlar wholé of gef\re may ‘recréate the coﬁflicts anbdk;ter;;iio;;dfkthé
nation, or the iﬁaginéw unification of the peo‘ple as a nation. Thé star genré, _gpart from its own
distinctiveness, the -sfar_fs an ‘embedde‘d singular whole constantly attracting fo its core,‘ the

. ideology of nationhood:’,’ bpétriérchy'l, ‘éapitalisrﬁ and bdpulism, and other fundamentalist
ideologies. -Historically,r Iingufstic ‘or othér fbrms éf eultural identity rély upon corhmunfty
re_preSentétives; Ta.mil film stars franscend community and nation ‘through their films. A Tamil
nationalist agenda  put. forth by the Dravidian organiiations (DK and later.DMl‘()\sought for
separation from the Indian union, and resisted Hindi and'Aryan/Bréhmin dominance (Pandian
30).2” Songs and - dialogues of yesteryear Tamil films celebrated the Tamil Ianguage as
instrumental to the Dravidian identity (Sivathamby 219 -220). After Annadurai gave up fhe quest
for a‘bseparate Tamil.nation, the Dravidian cémpaign shed its nationalist outiook. Eventually a
dissipated form of Tamil chauvinism su\rv,ived in popular. culture. The current discourse on Tamil

identity in mainstream cinema, even though it borders on Tamil nationalism does not partake of

27» Dravida Kazhagam (DK) (Dravidian Federation) was a party with no interest in electoral politics, as
Periyar. DMK was an off-shoot as a result of a clash between Periyar’s disinterest and Annadurai’s desire
to contest in politics.
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original fervor that governed Tamil Nadu politics in the early fifties. It is loosely based on
reminisce'nt ideological trends and current political issues like the Tamil Eelam conflict in Sri
Lanka. Dialogues of the star that speak devotion‘to the Tamil life and culture are concerned
mainly with one’s Tamilness or being a Tamil, not a ‘l’amil nationalist anymore. Here are a few

examples of lyrics and dialogues that affirm a star’s Tamilness:

Vijay:

-+ . Foraschool under the banyan tree to evolve into Oxford University, you should
get educated in your mother tongue [Tamrl] and emancrpate Tamll Nadu
(Vettaikaran). : :

Rajni: ; : -
I'm a good brother toall. 'ma grateful person. I was cradled and brought up by

. Tamil soil. - ' : -
..Don't garland me o
Dontgrve me golden crowns S ' T A,

The love from Tamil motherland is enough for me
For.every drop of my sweat, Tamil gave me one pound of gold coin
To give my body, spirit and soul to Tamil, isn't that onIy fair? (Padayappa).

thrIe my mother’s mllk nurtured by body, it was Tamll mrlk that gave me Irfe
(Annamala/) : S vt i

Stars like Rajnikanth and Vijay speak such lines to prove their.‘Tamilness.” There is no accurate
measure for Tamilness, cinema and politics have created a stage for 'the’performative.TamiI
identity. The public who are constantly girdled by agents of dominant ideology, experience their
Tamilnese’ through the :star’s enunciation. . Their participation.'fixes-' the ‘star as their
representative -- their voice,and their'leader. The masses participate in thefcollective self-
| aggrandizement feeding ideas of belongingness and nationhood. The stars are sites for the
formation and. restoration of a«distinctly'defined Tamil identity. The main.agenda in making
proclam‘ations Iike “For every drop of my sweat, Tamil gave me one oound of gold coin,” is to
gain popular appeal. Star cinema in South India therefore is, an open system of populism -

‘making no effort to hide its method of branding the star. It is for this cinematic openness that
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these films qualify as star films. In ‘becoming’ Tamil, the stars also want to appear as patrons of .
the Tamil language :which:as mentioned earlier was the original, unifying principle for the
Dravidian and Tamil pu‘ritan movements. As suggested by the political modes in their film téxts,
stars who are so'c‘m—t»c:>-b}e Zpdliticiané a‘re also ‘requ‘ire'd to ﬁommeht on current Concerns of the
Tamil land on-screenv and‘ off-screen. In general the film industry is alsp involved in the state
politics. It is an onus on the stars to disclose their respcv)n.éible opinions or take actions for the
benefit of the people. Rajnikanth’s token‘f‘ast for pressurizing the neighboring Karnataka state
government to sharewafer resources (from the river Cauvery .that runs through both states)
with Tamil Nadu (“Rajni takes on"),;or Vijay’s one day hunger-strike with his fans for peoplei
dying in Sri Lanka are publicized actions that abide by a‘peculiér tradition of the film industry’s
participafion in state politics (“Actor Vijay observes”). The South Indian Film Artistes’ Association ‘
(SIFAA) and Tamil Film Directors’ Council, along with other associations are affiliated to the main
union, the Film Employees Federation of South India (FEFSI). FEFSI undertakes various activities
such as unionizing Tamil ;:inema, and working for employee rights all in close collaboration with
the state government, and therefore has a strong lobby. Amidst such a politicized cinema
production environme.r’\’tv, ﬁims‘s.it‘uate ’aﬁ anc‘)t.hebr‘ ‘platform‘.for afﬁrmikhg sta;rs,as‘ {he sdcial[y;
’ responsible individuéis;_ﬁainta%niné ‘z‘a’coédiaﬂl rélationﬁhip Aw'ith,the ruling political ‘party. On tﬁe
other end of th‘e;-.sje: p\l;blic ’irr‘la‘wgé ’construction efforts are also efforts to maintain respectful
' re!étiohships ’with‘ ifan~s; ‘véry‘;ftevn ac’tc')’r‘s‘ackncsw‘le‘dge;heir ‘féllrns.i:nwhelpi'ng buﬂd theirv‘kstérdﬂom.r
' I;evfercvarmeeé‘ of‘wgratitud‘e flgure Lin dlalogues v:;n.ci'.iyr‘iés, fér e')"<&‘avmple; Rva‘jnbi confiﬁng ‘t’he facf ’th‘at
familians wefé tﬁe éfchifects/ofvﬁislcéillzjilof("it siuccess in splteof beiné a non-farhil: ”f’or'every
drop of my S;Wéat, 'Ta‘mil. gave me oﬁé po(ymd‘of ’gc‘>l‘dic;in:. ‘To givé my body, splrlt éﬁd sdul to

Tamil, isn’t that only fair?” Rajni’s character here or his star persona is referencing his offscreen
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life as'a film star celebrity. In Sura, Vijay voices ‘his’ opinion on the genocide that was waged
against Tamils in Sri Lanka in 2009: .
Tamils are the first ones to cry for injustice against anyone in the world. But
when they needed someone’s help the most, nobody came.
..One day this will all change. There’s hope (Sura).

Referring to the lack of any international intervention during the 2008 Tamil genocide in Sri
Lanka, Vijay appeased the Tamil Diaspora in UK, Canada and other countries who boycotted his
earlier film Vettaikaran for reasons such as Vijay’s meeting with Rahul Gandhi and also for the
music director Vijay Antony’s collaboration with Sinhala artistes (Narayanan 2009).% Like MGR,
Rajnikanth is not a native Tamil; nevertheless, to reign in Tamil Cinema one cannot detach
himself from its history of Tamil cohstiouSness. C.S. Lakshmi provides cruciél views on the
conception of “Tamil man’ — the Tamilan. The performance of Tamilness is also associated with a
culturally specific masculinity. The Tamil being is by default derivative of the normative cultural
references from'Sangam literature to modern registers of the linguistic identity. Tamil Iah‘gluage
came to be ééndérized, as the mother who bore greé't.Tamil sons. Lakshmi argues:

By feéling towards a Iapguage and nation as he [Témil n‘ian] would”feelk"téwards
a mother, the Tamil man is comfortable in what he thinks is his manliness. His
'manliness' lies in protecting his women; he feels humiliated when his women
are oppressed or humiliated. Nation and language belong to him in the sense his
~ women do. In other words, nation and language become his responsibility; his
_domain. (1990:73) . . o
The ideal ‘Tamil man’ was indebted to his mother, the Tamil language. To render a Tamilian
masculine, woma_nhbod (importantly, only the patriarchal role of a fnother) is appropriated the

highest’ honour in the order of the Tamil language’s esteemed importance in regional identity

and expression. It was;MGR who simulated the most successful image of a “Tamil man’ in his

2 Rahul Gandhi was the General Secretary of the All India Congress Committee. He was also the son of
deceased Former Prime. Minister of India, Rajiv. Gandhi. He was assassinated ‘in a suicide bomb attack
carried out by the LTTE {Liberation Tamils of Tamil Eelam) in 1991 as retaliation against Indian troops for
the destruction of Tamil lives in 1987. ‘
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films. He plotted the ‘true Tamil man’ as a valorous citizen of the Tamil nation, who was also a
“devoted son and a virile lover” (815). A combination of Tamilness, sonhood, and subaltern -
heroism helped form the ideal ‘Tamil man.’ Thus a strong sense of masculinity is attached to the
Tamil state of being. Exagger_ated masculinity as integral as it is to male stardom vi‘s-é-vis:the
-Tamil‘ §elf is also e’mpha’xsiz'ed th}ro‘ug’h more convéhtiéﬁal méthods of’ diéplay in: a;tion

sequences.

Performance and Production of ‘Melodramatic Masculinity’

4 :"I-(I)eteronorm-athe n%és'cﬁlzinity and its ‘ex4h'ibitio'nvahxs. a pfes(::ri‘['ﬂti\:/e redhfrérﬁé‘ht m thé
}hale spectacles, also finds éUrréhcy in ‘t4he Iargér syéfem vof‘ cihématiﬁléﬁd ﬁdliti‘ééll‘sbé;ér\dlc;m in.
South Iﬁdia. Maleness of the Tamil sta‘r is fhé prim;ry sour;é 6f iau-t.hori.ty a‘n’d“abpe.awlifo’r thestar
ivrhaAge, and is interestingly deri\‘/evd'fro'm the sté;’s pé‘nrtici‘patioh with 'tjh.evme‘lodra’matic framé§ 6f
the .‘s‘tar ger'xré naf;ativé. So what émerges is .‘<))r.1e bf';melodr‘ématic mastulfnity’ whe‘\ré’ the
embhésis of‘méle sfar’s maséuﬁhity is_ reaifzed ‘thr/odgﬁ vaﬁoUs diegetic mofivéfors from the
%émily ﬁwélodrémé &:re. Th‘e'a'ud‘ie‘nces acceés the star’s ‘display of masculi‘ne’ poWerLthrougl; the
’p!rece‘(’i\ihtg écéfllés‘ of i"’a‘m‘il'y"b‘r social tragédvy. 'Along wfth pronouhtefﬁénts of Iirngui‘stic‘fid:ali:ty
'ahd‘ édilt»tljkr’a‘llyv apbfébl;iéted fnéﬁﬁbod, the bst:ar image of an actor is guided by standardized
patl_'ivarchy carving'an iconic spectacle of “exemplary masculinity” — one that is ascribed ‘as a
popular model just because it is ltrhe'starwho”propagates it (Connell 214). The female body is not
the qnly subject of erotic spectacle ‘inva"filfn; the masculinity of thexm\ale pfotagonist is also
presented as spectacle (Neale 1983). Yvonne Tasker (1993) recognizes stardom as an entry point
to discuss the performance of masculinity (76). The excess in star performance allows for
heightened . awareness . of. ‘perf'ormjng sexuall ide‘ntity.' The “awareness of masculinity as

performance” raises the possibility for “meta-manhood” which is in function while the star

/
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performs the “being the man” act (Screening the Male 230 -243). In this layered actualization of
masculinity, the Tamil star's image, of physical and stellar body, utilize action sequences:in

similar and dissimilar ways to Hollywood action cinema.

| Sfar filyms "are also actién fllms ‘T.émil st'a‘lrsﬁaf.e inevitéblyt action herbés, too. _Their
masculinities, howéver,‘ér‘ek.ho‘t stihgulél;iy' defined ‘by’ action seduen&és. Esléeh"cially»az' male-
centred n‘a’r’ra‘t‘ivé, the star film |s intérSpersed with the elements of 'Cbrr‘iedy,r rdfﬁén%ce and
family melodrama to pnvnlegethe r;1a.s“ét'1klir;1.e order Figh:t'SceneS have béén:ahviféllrso\urce of
enférié‘inimentl in ir"\'é'r‘é-c;ntr.ié films of Indian cinemas. Stan; ma;écvul‘ihities"pli'evail t‘hroug‘h.oﬁt’ the
hérréiive, in all scienesk whether action or dramé, alluding tdwérds an a'll'-rOL’J.rAmd rhastulinity. Tﬁé
star is the man ih/of action; the star;driven plot seeks to expldre the herf)'ﬁ Vi'rility m ’WE(‘:.Ie'
svspevctmm provided by the ”hete'rogeneous"' ’narrative (Vasudevan 2011: 39).% In the fbllowihg
pages, | will try to answer some questidns that might determine 's'pécifit hﬁaStuIinity/ies
emulafed by the ﬁférs: What kmd of éxhkibl;ti(‘)n do T“a’m‘ill stars iridUlge in? vHow', db thege ‘
r'ﬁésculinities \d’if’_fer from Holl“ywooc-:l and Hong Kong fAil’m texts;.? What kind 'of'allleg\ori(;‘énd doés
fhé’\ Tarﬁilvstér's‘pérf‘drma‘ncé sétisfy?.HoW isjnelodrama rela:ted‘to the star’s exhibition of
masculinity? What kind of man is the Tamil star?

Let us bé'éitn /wi'tkh“t’h‘is_ﬁlyésft jq‘u_es’tionv. Who\ is ‘thiev sfar?.The star |s a man w’h‘o is
manufactured by pubiicvdiscdu;sé(s); _Pétfiék Phl|lpS argues fh\at “a star ‘i‘s.:a‘n‘i(hag'e aﬁd,a cultural
signifier”,/for society’s popular beliefs, codes a‘nd practic;as. He o'r'svhe is also a “public performer
of roles” (1999;, 181). Through public performances, the stars form “particular tYpes” —in the

-case of Tamil stars, typés of leadership, types of pubylic figures.and even types of Tamil man

®In The Melodramatic Public, Ravi Vasudevan describes the popular format in Indian cinema (discussed
the masala formula in this paper) as a heterogeneous “assemblage of attractions”, not only with elements
like ac'tion,_‘ romance and comedy, but cuts across through multiple fractions of fictional storytelling. In the
context of this paper, | think masala or heterogeneous can be used interchangeably.
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(Tasker 1993: 76). But the star’s image is not on_ly constructed publicly, his image is altered
according to established public norms — which R.W.Connell calls “hegemonic masculinity” and is
defined\‘ “as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently acceptéd answer
to the problem of legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the
ddminant position of men-and the subordination of women”:(Connell 214). The patriarchal
assertions in their films are bound to thkis public order -vthe malestream. Steve Derné observes
that ‘through such representation, Indian’ meﬁ find “a sense of power and control in. their
relationship -with women” (2000: 164). Ideologies concerning the stars’ public selves are in turn
reproduced by the male‘audiences as cultural performance. The translation process for.
filmgoing audiences also involves the look — Idoking at women, looking at the male star, and
looking at themselves. Star cinema’s audiences comprise of no ordinary mEn; of course they
represent the lower classes,'. nevertheless, they also strongly identify themselves as fans of a
particular star. They come into the theatre With additional ‘looking glasses’. Drawing on
Mulvey’s (1975) male gaze and Sara Dickey’s research on Tamil cinema’s fandom (1995), Derné’s
thinking on masculi'nity and identification parallels my own argument: -

Wh||e :oh-étreén nmél;é ffgurés méty be the'obje.cf of ﬁImgtA)i’ﬁgt '61'en’s gé'ze fhéy
‘may also prompt an identification that leads filmgoers to see themselves as
objects of the gaze. Filmgoing is a time for many men to promenade about,
displaying themselves. Around cinema halls, men often groom their hair in the

rear-view mirrors of motor scooters or in the glitzy mirrors that are prominent
in cinema hall lobbies or flashy hair.salons that surround cinema halls. (450)

Although Derne’s account of filmgoing audiences is specific to North India, it is more or less the

same down south as well, except, fan-based identities are also on display.
The audiences are public men, and are also fans of the ideal Tamil men, their stars.
~ Regardless of the star’s own views (say on discrimination of women), star cinema requires him

to behave as dominant male consuming women for pleésure or like MGR, feigni'ng devotion to
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all-womanhood for their ‘motherly benevolence.” The opportunistic use of patriarchal codes
creates a double-bind; the male star is ét once romancing a modest, “authentic Tamil woman”,
and a sex bomb who is the object of pleasure in songs, and some other scenes as well. On one
" hand, the female figpre is a source of cultura! integrity, while on the other she i_s ce_rtainjy the
robject of tr;ev‘male gaze. This isa ’fp(arado*';cbr;r\mon to Indian cinem’a and Indian Iif’e~ in.gene‘rél,
”’th‘atk the woman is, on thé oﬁe han»d‘, victimized as a yvife and, on the other, veneratgd as»t'h\e
mothe;"' (Vasqdev:‘ 198#: 09) The won';en wh§ play the love interest of the hero are commo.nbl\./
seen in tr‘aditivpynaly‘lnd.ian ;ostl;m’es, with the submissive manner of a “cultured” woman — the
subjugate woman. Herovines; V\k‘l)hO are dres;ed in western clothes,_usually the rich girl in love wfth
the pbor_ béy, are tamed thréqgh é se’ries of dramatic confrontations (also comecﬁc and ro‘ma;n’tic
sometimes) ‘a_nd aré made tq reform; they are made to realizé the role of being a %’true” Tamil
womén. The cémmunion of thg >r\u’ero and heroine does not happen“ unti] the woman is fully
cqhs;ious qf Tamil etﬁo s.’ While it ~can be argued‘tha’t lndién popular cinéma in ggneral empl_qys
'sugl:hv dqb'ukble standards, kin régiénal ‘c\:in.emas, espéc;i’ally i‘n Andhra _Pradesh, Karn‘étajka andv’Tamil
»Na‘dhﬁ, the wome‘n coﬁtinQe to émbody mascqling desire_ﬂ’)r cultural preservation. W_Hile the
méle sta»rk is the ‘py;éfcector ’of Tarﬁil culture, the female st’a>|fs are perséniﬁcatidns i‘of Tarﬁil
.cu’l_tt;re's hiéh poi.ntvs‘ like chastity, fidelity and hospitality.3°} In the pppulé_r Emaginétiéq of the
Tamil éociety exists imééiha(y cavtego‘ries of women, eyach allqttgdfrespeét accorqi’ng to Ithef.r
puu-blicly aﬁssess‘ed' levg!s of adhAerence to Tamil traditio-ns.r In what is a digcrirﬁina£o& préctice.,
vs)om’en under the lineage of mothers, like sisters and pregnént‘women, in Tamil Nadu are

treated with reverence. An inheritance from classical Tamil literature, the eranticized “Tamil

39 public images of female stars are under a lot of pressure due to the same reasons, and at the same
time, are marred by overpowering images of their male co-stars. The public discourses that female stars
participate and create, are particularly interesting.in relation to gendered production. of star images.
While a separate study should deal with female stardom in Tamil Nadu, it is important to note that filmic
and extra-filmic discourses are mutually determinant for female stars as well.
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mether became the central element as guarantor of purity of progeny and authenticator of.
historical continuity. The mother's body becomes a metaphor for anything considered sacred

and pure like land or language” (Lakshmi 73).

All women ‘are bestowed with a venerable status because of their ability to reproduce
ensuring: “historical continuity” of Tamil heritage, and ‘therefore the preservation of Tamil
culture. The com.munity‘ of Tamil. women is commonly referred to by the word ‘thaikulam’.
Lakshmi states: “In public speeches in Tamil Nadu, men are addressed as friebnds, elders or
youths but. women are always: 'mothers'. The* term- thai (mothér) and -thai-kulém (Mbther
community)'a‘re used alternatively to refer tok women” (73}. By:.equ'ating women as mothers,
» Tamil women become worthy of the Tamil man’s respect, protection and love. It is through
reverence for the opposite gender,(does the Tamil han’s masculinity‘reali;ed. The thaikulam
‘discourse was most effectively used by MGR. He often claimed allegianée to women and the
Tamil language lending them both each other's qualities and values.? Eventually, the mainstay
of his support came from women and it also served as a launching pad to the political career of
Jayalalitha, his cb-s_tar, who was to be the propaganda secretary of the party, and later the‘ Chief
Minister of Tamil Nadu after his death. The cinematic incorporation of the thaikula)n discourse
continu‘es to gather female audiences notv only as pdtential voters, but as ;fa.ns too, ensuring

commercial success for star films. For directors and producers, films that can cater to the female

- demographic, as they put it “ladies sentiment” or “family sentiment”, guarantee safe profits.

*! In 1977, when he became the chief minister of Tamil Nadu, he devised an entirely different way of
making the women feel that their welfare was his primary concern. Almost all his films had one song on
mother’s love or allusion to a mother and gestures and dialogues revealing his tenderness towards them
~ (Lakshmi 81). . :
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Therefore emotional narratives about the hero’s relationship with his mother, sister and friends

are important to the star film formula (Perarasu).3*

The verﬁacular ‘refefencé, ladies senfiment, co'dlcvi thén be an equivaléht of the Western
Iabél "wl;eepies’.;commonly recogniied as the m'e‘lodrama génre; Melodrama in Tami4l‘ cinemé
fun‘ct'i(.anvs to affirm fhé Tkarmil ”rr;ér‘l'sL;Upefilor“statué.. «Not limited to ‘family" dramabscenAeS‘,
melodrama bfe\}ails t.h‘r.o'ughdut ihé‘bfofgrés'sive action of a narrative. Secondary characters
construct a narrative that is morally and ethically demanding of the Tamil hero. What definition
of mélodfama is then pertinent here? Given’its history of mutational meanings, the melodrama
genre has come to be pejoratively understood as a body of work that deals with “heightened
emotionalism and sentimentality” (Singer 2001: 37). Peter Brooks’ enlists Eommon indexes of
melodrama as: “the jndulgence of strong emotionalism; moral polarization and schematization;
extreme states of being, situétions, actions; overt villainy, pe‘rseCUtion of the good and final
reWard of virtue; inflated and extravagant expression, dark plotting, suspense, breathtaking
peripety”: (1976: 11). This description of melodrama  evinces that a majdrity' of popular
entertainment ascribe to sensational dramatization, be it action, romanc‘e or even India’s masala
genre. Brooks’ description of m}elodrama asa ’,’moc_le of excess” that is determined to “express it
all” (188), possibly draws close to Linda Williams” broader assessment of melodrama as including
~ a wide range of films that feature “/lapses’. in realism; ‘excesses’ of spectacle and displays of
primal, even infantile emotions, and by narratives fhat seem circuiar and repetitive” (1991: 3).3

~ The Tamil films in question are star ‘spectacles;. the cinematic excess in these films are

instrumented for the star. Since all excess may not be melodramatic, | am interested in the

32 Though he is often made fun of in public media, Perarasu is'one of the important directors in Tamil
- cinema who is responsible for recovering the star genre. The star excess more formally took shape in his
films with clearly designated elements of “Amma or Thangatchi” (mother or sister) sentiments.

33 As Williams also examines genres based on bodily excesses, the star genre might viscerally deal with the
body in terms of representation and spectatorship, it is enough for now to consider the star’s bddy as the
centre of “attractions”. '
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narrative currency for emotionally charged scenes with the family as the source for the hero’s
power. Thomas Elsaesser demonstrates that the dominant voice of the victim in melodramas
works anélogical to real social conflicts, portraying binaries between ”psychology, morality and
cIass-coqsciousness" (86). This is one of-fhe reasons why star masculinities rooted in family
melodrama may vicariously uplift “marginalized masculinities” of male viewers that are inflicted

by one’s membership in the subordinate classes (Connell 80). -

Star cinema, in fact, permits excess under. the rule of star enhancement. Therefore, it
should ‘be rightly referred to as star excess e;the excess 'being the star:an‘d not of single
components like in other genres. In line with Kri;tin Thomspon, the star device is by far the key
aspect of excess in these films p'roviding “counterunity” that.at once contrib‘utes to and distracts
from the narrative (1986: 134). More spécifically, Thompson also insinuates the link between
excess and genre caused by répetition: “the device may far outweigh its original motivation ‘and
take on.an .importance greater than its narrative or compositibnal function would seem to
warrant” (136). The repetition of star-trionics is what formalizes the genre.. So it is safe to infer

1

~that the melodrama put _t;)_;use._in the star films is not. subversive, and i§ instead‘ directly
negotiating the star’s screen presence, public image, and the hegemonic di‘sco\urses. Ravi
.Vasude,van, in his recent work on melodrama in Indian cinem}as, argues that melodrama is a
”generalfzed m’echanvisrn; of‘ aid.dress.” in ‘Ir{dian fil;ﬁs. Linda W‘i‘lliamsi(199’1) and Christing Gledhill
(2000) é|so érguelthat rknelo‘dr:'an%a per-fqrms “asﬂa universyélyrr;ode ‘of address adaptable over
many genrés. I db not ‘a’im tohdetekrrmine‘ f}o;lv #tar genre éperates covertly as melodrama, oﬁ the
cqn.tvrar'y,.l (bellkixey;.e-that melodra(r"na .iské?“mediju.mk thrck)iuvg’h Which star perfdrmahée is activated.

Th‘ere‘are at least three ways in which the Tamil star participates in melodrama: .
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‘e The basic piot. of a star film aiways involves a exaggerated conflict between
good and evil;

e The hero’s family,vfriends and the general masses (who are his extended family
in filmic reality) engage the star/character in emotional situations

* The first two points act as melodramatic triggers for fight/action sequences and

climaxes —inducing sensational star performances.

- Melodrama specmcaliy provokes the hero to resolve 5|tuat|ons and assert hlspower ‘
overewl - in ’other words melodramas morailstic universe allows for the performance of
\rirtuous masculinity.‘V.Videly accepted action cinema’is melodramatic for constroiné climactic
~ “situations” and flght ”spectacles” together throughout the narratlve (ngglns 2008) The thread
of narrative action in a star film could be illustrated as: the mdivndual Tamii‘hero - ladies and
famiiy sentiment - social viiiainy --tragic pathos -- violent action -- closore with the righteous
h:er‘o“emerging -as thke v‘vinner.‘ Thisfsequenc‘e is?in no particular order; since each elernent is
repeatedbmore than once an-d mixed up in the timeline of the plot. With examples from Rajni’s
Baasha and Vijay’s Sivakosi, | would like to further demonstrate the link between masculinity

\

and melodrama in star cinema.

In 'Bao‘sho, Rajni’s Vcharac:ter Man.i-k.ka‘rn !ives a douhle life; in the first half of the film,
Manii(kam is the snmple, hardwor‘king Iaboorer, who works as an auto-rickshaw driver to support
his ‘fbarnily'of 'four. At interrnission, It Dis ret/eaied thathanii(kam was once Manik Baasha, thek
rnafia don m Mun1bai.iVIanii<I’<a’m is said to have taken the path of a gangster to avenge his
friend ‘Anwa‘r"s»death. He ac‘tsas a sociai vigiiante, the’good gangster’ trying to save innocent |
lives from the ill-dloings of the ‘bad gangsters.’ When Manikkam's father is killed, Manikkam

promises to abstain from all violence, to take care of his family. He is specifically set goals for
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each of;his siblings as per his father’s wishes: to help his youngest sister become a doctor,
youngérf brother to join the police force and to get his other sister married into nice far:nily.34
Perceiving his family’s future as a mission, Manikkam leaves Mumbai to settle down in Chennai.
: Manikk:;m is portrayed as a straight but timid family/man who painstakingly avoids vjolent
confronfations in his everyday life. His chosen life as a pacifist is highlighted in a seqi:ence
where h;a offers himself to be ‘punished’ by the local thyg in place of his brother. He emt;odies
the férﬁizly head who would literally shed blood to keep his kin safe and secure. But when the
same thug at a later point roughs up his sister and pushes her down -- only tb be héld by
Manikkam who is sho_cke‘d an’d enragéd by the blood on her face - he explodes cv)utras I;Aanik
Baasha. The assault on his family, who he vowed to protect and prqvide for, resurrects his
former self and he shoWs no mercy in béating up fhe thug ahd his henchmen. The scene
resonates with popular tropes of Indian melodram“a in whicﬁ obligations within the family often .
dictate the individual’s moral thought and action. The dénouement of the Sivakasi exerﬁplifies

melodrama in even more explicit terms.

In the first half of the film, Vijay’s character Sivakasi plays an orphan. Through a series of
: AN

’events, Sivakasi meets the arch villain who later turns out to be his brother. The climax brihgs
the two:brothers against each other. After some initia(I cha.o.s,‘Sivakasi's brother Udayappa is
held down by the rivali gang and the gang leader threaten§ to behead him. Sivakasi{s mother
alarmed by this, pleadé'With yé‘iv'a‘I’(a'éi to save his brother.'.SivaI;a'syi":Who'seems'unnerved by the
fate awaffiag hi'sv> brother, ‘isl‘i“.inally moved when she rénﬁinds himv‘that 'he: fdo shares his father’s

blood - his motivation and zeal are reflected in his “burning” eyes.

* Marriage is portrayed as something of an achievement for women in Indian societies, and the film
_ abides by these social perceptions, conservative or not, they are specific to Tamil culture.
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Fig.3k6. Sivakasi’s mother reminding him of his fiiial 'du;cy. ’

-~

Fig. 37. Sivakasi’s eyes redQen in reaction tcz)\‘hi's mother’ S_kpleain »

The non infurbi:alté’d .Siva‘|‘<alsi‘ fiéhfs the ’newj set .Of, vi_lléin_; té fes;:ue his brotﬁer.. Udayappa
is merd by: this ges;tufe; and ir‘nme:dia\te‘ly féfovrms‘in fhe «wal‘«'a pf the pavter‘nalﬂc’onnec’tion
bétween the brothers. The; héro's masculine ’he:rbois‘»r‘n is aroused‘b\’/ his family. Fam_ily rﬁélédrémé
is\di;’é;:tly caugativé of fhe action sequences, as opposed to Elsaesser’é argument that domestic

melodrama limits the range of ‘strong’ actions only resulting in “self-annihilating action” (56).
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Family trauma not only works as character motivation for the star genre, debasement of the self
is'a threat if the stér does not explodewith magculine rage, at least towards the end of the film.
in:Indian cinema, it is the “familial self” that is explored as opposed to Western melodramas the
focus on the individual self in relation to the family (Dissanayake 1988: 4). “The moral economy
of farﬁily, the relations of paternal authority and maternal nurture of filial respect and emotional
attachment” are chief joints of the narrative grid (Vasudevan 2011: 46-48). The entire narrative
universe comprised of family, friends, neighbors, well-wishers, common people, including the
villains assemble for the climax scene. The film’s closure brings together all shades of characters
to predictably dictate the ‘moral of the story’. The bad guys are either dead, or reformed. The
fahily of the hero, secondary' and tertiary characters rejoices :in the:new-found joy . of

.

togetherness and the hero’s victory over evil.

The Indian male is always guided by family groups and is obligated to the family system
c}f ethics and values (Derné 2000: 90). The family for the star emerges from extra-filmic worlds
(fans and masses) converging in the filmic space. To be noted is the repeated absence of the
father in star films. The father of the hero either dies e.arly in the film, or lives in the paternalist
‘ \
harrafciye a‘s:kthe‘_de;d father, that is,lthere is the strong'presencye.‘of an absent father indicating
t‘h'e’ mtrmsnctheme of ’.family melodrama. The paradoxical rep‘roydtv:ctioh of pétriarchal ;;ower
’éhrough absence is also related to the irﬁportance of the hero"s .masculiniiy forr;ned‘ throughk
§ont;ood. The hero’s male companions are alsa sfrikingly ordinary in comparison to the hero.’
:i'he emasculated environment helps to iﬁcrease'thje visibility of the star. The hero stands out as%

the only male capable of masculine feats becorhirﬁg the ideal Tamil male, as he now becomes

the father figure in the narrative.
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The fight sequences are largely influenced by Hollywood and Hong Kong action cinema.

The influences can be seen in the fast-ﬁaced choreography of fight moves, editing and action

cinematography. Thé fight routines achieve a hybrid form, mixed with indigenous styles of

martifal arts, along V\:lith the contemporary styles authored by fight mastérs of Tamil Cinema.

Indian films endow fhem;elves the Iibe_}rty tp grant theif heroes, and ;bmétimes villains, super

human powers to accentuate the plot device ~ rescue or endangering. In star-oriented cinema

“from Tamil and Te_lugu regvi'ons,‘ however, additional visual and audio spééi‘éil effects é;re
erﬁploye_d to underécore the protagonist’s sﬁper-human capabilities. When Manikam is enragéd

by his sister’s blood, his first punch is ‘electrocutes’, throwing a man up to an electric pole. As

the star is preparing to fight, his nerves tighten and eyes turn vred before he performs unrealis'éic

-

stunts (see figures below).

Fig. 38. Rajni is shaken at the sight of sister’'s Fig.39. A ‘melodramatic’ shot of Rajni slowly
blood from an injury caused by the villain being agitated at the sight of his kin’s blood.

Fig. 40. The hero’s eyes communicate anger Fig. 41. Rajni clenches his fist.
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" Fig. 42. To everyone’s disbelief, Manikam’s punch throws a man up in the air

Fig. 43. Vijay’s with help of graphics clenches his arm before a fight cum introduction song in
R IR * Vettaikaran

.' Flg 44, Rajnikanth bérfokming Super;ﬁuman stunts styled after Hong kéng films.



{ ‘ 99

The  visual tricks and sound effects aid the narrative excess also contributing to :the
melodramatic effect of the scenes. The.cu‘ts in thi§ ecene reveal strategic editing in arranging
these shots together to present fast-paced melodramatic triggers leading to explosion of
masculinity through fight action. Background musie is vital for providing melodrama scenes with
‘emotional effects’, special soLmd accompaniments for star stunts tune the fight scenes |n to
draﬁatic action. ;rhe ”mise-en—sc‘ene of melodrama” which includes music, dialogue, along%with
thefegular elemente begets “the third dimension of the epectacle’f, in 'ehis case, the eVer-
powe ring star spectacle (Elsaesser 172 - 173). The male character (rather than the female) ie the
centfal protagonist of melodrama. The emotion filled action loeates the star in the centre of all
dranﬁa. In most star films, like in the scenes from Baasha and Sivakasi, the hero’s situetion
prqvokes ‘eym‘pathy from the audiences. The star vnarrétives als‘o create pathos for the famil
hero. The audience iln the eame fiIrh finds relief when'the hero emerges successful af the end.
While Manikam is tied uh to the pole, and is being brut‘ally"vbyeaten' up, a melancholic song
h accempanies shots Of Rajni’s figure, his sacrificial body that is}bleeding and bearing the pain. The

lyrics of the song specifically asks spectators to look at to him.

Look at Baasha. Look at Baasha.
Look at the innocence reflected in his face
Look at his admirable quality of sacrifice.
Even while he’s bleeding, look at him smiling like a ch|Id
: Even when he’s being torn in pieces, look at h|m acting as serene as Jesus
¥ v, Christ.. \
Who is respon5|ble for bringing such a powerful man to this dlsmal sntuatlon?

\

So the song openly functions as a ‘tearjerker,’ creating a lot of pity for the hero. The extremely
' melanchohc mood prepares the audnence to expect a turn of power. Pathos for the hero balts

the audience in anticipation for the final performance ‘of the hero’s power.'ln Sivdji,"Rajni’s

character is forced into bankruptcy, and all chances to get back his wealth through legal means
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are thwarted by the villain. Scenes that trace his tragic situation continuously invoke powerful

sympathy for the star (see figures below).

F:g 45, Slvajl after Iosmg all his wealth leaves hlS mansion walking through a metaphoncally

lonely path-

~ Fig. 46. Sivaji and the “family backdrop are brought to tears when he i is humiliated by the villain

outside the courthouse.
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- The fight sequences that follow have action stunts focus on the “power” of a punch or
kick, ‘rathe‘r than visible,  muscular po(1ver. Hollywood’s emphasis on musculature in action
cinema is negligible in Tamil cineha. Though there is élaborate discourse on the hero’s strength
in phy:sical combat, masculinity is not defined by -the star’s physique. Yvonne Tasker
recorﬁmends that there cquld be more significancel attached to »‘performancés of masculinity
that go beyond “musculinity” (1993:233). Tamil hero’s masculinity is evidently functioning at
multiple levels —,in patriarchal drama, in the performance of Tamilness, heterosexual romance,
comedy.scenes rooted.in ridicule and at times bullying other men ~ all elements contributing to
star excess. In one peculiar case, in the film Padayyapa, Rajni bares his body to flex his muscles
in thé midst of a fight (see figure 14). Réjni’s display of his muscles, what are arguably emaciated
| arms with little or no musculature is role-modeled after Bruce Lée’s musculattre rather than the

steroid induced bulky musculature of Stallone and Arnold.

" 'Fig. 47. Padayappa’s uncharacteristic display of “muscles” * - AR
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Within the film’s timeline, Rajni grows old as a good-willed business tycoon who is‘lalso the
| ofﬁc%al guardian of traditions specific to his native village deity. In this particular scene, tne older
?adaya p'pa fights villains to save the life of his future son-in-law Chandru (Abbas), who is clearly
a younger male.® As Padeyyapa fights the villains, to contrast the masculine displey, effeminate
Chandru'watches from inside the car, amazed at Padayyapa’s skills.*® He even speaks:' in awe:
“What a; man! He has defied aging.” The exhibition of Rajni’s physique was almost a de:sperate,
vet cursery attempt to refurbish Rajni’s star image in the context of the actor’s ageing:.37 Fight
5cenes a;re also part of introduction sequences and songs in a film. For example, the;number
‘Pokkiri i’ongal’ frorn Pokkiri, follows after the action sequence part of Vijay’s introduction. The
song uniquély ;captures Vijay':da”ncing ;end ﬁg.hf_‘i.ng, su;rr(‘)Unded by numerous femnale ‘dancers.
The attention is centred on Vijay performing masculinity through his introdu*c’tion in front of a
diegetie female audience (see fig. 48). Similarly, in Sivaji, a song that is motivated by a roimantic
scene between the hero and heroine is titled “Action man”, where Rajni is eroticized for his
} super—human capabilities (see fig. 49). A micro-narrative of melodrama and action runs _tnrough

the song where Rajni saves his heroine from the villain. The fights are choreographed into the

dance steps, complimenting the lyrics

% Abbas, an actor has been acting mostly in supporting roles; he has been teased quite often about his
‘gay’ looks. His roles in most films are secondary and deflated in the presence of the star. An independent
study on homoeroticism in Tamil cinema should discuss his sub-stature as the homoerotic icon in Tamil
cmema

* This scene also gives clues to homoerotic spectatorship in Tamil cinema. The only study exploring this
fringe area in Tamil cinema is Martyn Rogers’ The Male Gaze and The Homoerotic Aesthetics of Tamil film:
The Gendering of Visual Culture in South India (2009). She discusses the spectacle of Tamil masculinity
using dimensions of “hetereosexual :sensibility” and male’ spectatorship to identify the -homoerotic
aesthetic. | think her essay outlines many aspects of Tamil cinema that haven’t been analyzed before.
Nevertheless, her case studies and film analyses are weak, or insufficient. She also overlooks the Rajni and
Vuay s stardom.

Younger stars are giving in to the contemporary obsession on the male ‘six-pack’. This is also related to

“changing Indla" globallzatlon, the average Indian’s access to resources through higher incomes and the

information explosion. One of the reasons for the de-emphasis on musculature in older films could also be
the realistic standards set by men in India‘society, due to race-related body structure and problems of
nutritional demand and supply in India.
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Fig. 48. 'Vijay béafing up ruffians during the song, while gifl.é éround him beat the drums to
e ' celebrate his masculinity

. Fig. 49 Rajni stops aﬂ_bullet, forcing it to retrace its pathin a song from Sivaji.

So star cinema as a ble,nd"oif many generic elements is hybridized further for stars.
Mello:drama,found in.family actign, fight scenes, fomantic encounters, in comedy, a‘nd\clkim‘a):c
scenes 4isiadjus‘ted‘ to suit the most integral pa.r'é of the star’s image - his masculinity. The

studied strategy of star cinema in dramatizing its heroic moments, allows us to believe that

S
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melodrama tones.tﬁe expression of masculinity throughout the narrative to sustain the star
focus. With the star as the foundational structure of ma_ss-oriented star cinema, bhe indulgesina
melodramatic display of masculinity. ‘Melodramatic maéculinity’. does not deal with masculine
anxiety or construct mbale melodramas; it ‘directly advertises dominant norms. The male
protagonist’s masculine identity is refurbished by melodrama — emotional triggers that kindle
primal emotions relegated to men only. The Tamil star is at once the family man and tﬁe ascetic

hero who can single-handedly defeat all evil.

o A diScUséi:én. ’c‘J\ri’meIoLdl"afhé rﬁuSt ér’\gayge the reaii;r.hk dél‘bé‘te.ABeh Sinéer"é interest in the
association ‘betweén “melodrama and iIIuSionism or absorptive realism” relates to Tamil
cinema’s fan-based spectatorship. Absorptive realism draws the audience into a world of
illusion, suspending disbelief — “diegetic illusionism”. Singer points to the pr;:tice of the Stage
melodrama experience wherein heightened ‘fiﬁteraction between the audience and the actor”
occurs (2001: 177-179). Melodramatic audiences of the late nineteenth-century Western world
could be the closest case of interactive spectatorship comparable to ritualized star film

spectatorship in South India. Of relevance to the argument here is Singer’s suspicion of

spectatorship —

I”

absorptive realism’s ability to hold an illusion; he indicates that “communa
“the experience of attending melodrama” — the audience’s participation in the realist narrative
actually shatters the illusion. In as much as the fans of Tamil stars are draw“n into the fﬁlnﬁ, they
are also aware of cinematic illusionism that produces star formulae. Their awareness and
expectatigns permit excessive illusions in constructing the ‘star’s im:;age, ‘\ mére like a
‘ premedi‘tated seeking of their informed consent for consuming contrived representations of
reality. While that remains, melodrama as a genre is successful for it “provides audience[s] with .

situations analogous to those commonly experienced in family and personal life” (K'Ieihans 1991:

201). The minimal amount of narrative truth, rather, verisimilitude that is offered in star films in
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a way equips audiences to not accept everything as an illusion, and instead evaluate scenes of

-‘ melodrama as. jUstified, because‘ they work as “plausible alternative version[s] of their
l’ives”(Co‘ates 2010: 133). All this only highlights the importance of star vehicles to build on the
malisala'ge'nre; the principle of mixture; since the melodrama ihgredieht él?ﬁést balances o’qt the
different kinds of excess, allowing audiences to be “entertained” by these vers_io‘nvs of realism.
This directly leads; to 'questi‘d'ns about the fans’ role in shaping star films. How I_ié their
participation almost elq'uival‘e'ht’ toa genre cofﬁ‘[‘ion’ént‘ in ‘sitar films? An investigation of such

questions will be discussed in the next chapter on fan-based star-oriented cinema.
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Chapterlil .-
| The Genre System and Fans

_‘Filrn genresarenot isdlated ,soc‘ial;_phenomena.. They are prqducts ofk’instit,uti‘pns
einemetic and cultural. As mythic structures, genre eategories assist the corpprate ma‘chinge‘o‘f
film industries by pr,oces_sing and selling film brands for profit (Schatz 1981). Genres are also
systems that operate in public spheres registering contrz;cts between the producers, consumers
and the ‘fi'lms (Tudor1974, Né‘éle 1990, Altman 199‘9).‘Th’e .c.onventions"‘fof eekch ’gen‘r'e-‘are
tetiﬁed‘ |n this t‘riang'ula‘r .accotd between inkdustrial r:n.etiVes, .s‘pec‘tatdrial"e}(nectatiens, and the
resdltant market’ trends. Whether popular filmﬂ genres akre nrdduc‘ts of \s\‘/‘stems’ or systemlc
processes, they ake certainly star-oriented in Ind‘ia. Thekcornmodity modeled ‘aftef the’i‘ndividue‘l
self is most ptoducti\/e, because its uniten/ icenicitys etcele'rates cornn;iefcial grthh. deth
Indien( films, then, with their dependence onvstard‘om end féﬁ' networks péve the way for
cdrnm'o‘dity ‘(sta.r) ‘to transcen’d text, apparetus end disc’dukrses /of;cineme. In this chapter, | will
begmby exeniini_ng the supporting systems dt the star. gAen;re - ‘wno and What cemprvise these
systems, Why and hdw the genre “sustains it.self.’ In aII’ the tdregeing cnaptets | argde for
spectatetshin as an imndrtént "str.a‘ndk |n the overall frandewerk ef genre c'riticism; Tne extended
tinen:latic ispec.:e occupledby .fa\n:s t"o‘rr‘ns‘a‘si)gniﬁcant part of ‘the :g:enrke:“‘canves,. beebminé a
distinct génerit: c’omponent by itself. Fens'of‘TamfI stvars,. as htsteticai .subjects of Tamil dnetna,
nave aequired tangible po;/ver ot')e"r the cinernatic institdti'en to ‘(’:dknstrdcts’ters and gO\/ern genre
mddes; their perticipation inj cinetne’s bbusinxess:df mass cdlture"has become indispensat)le. The
indyueti.dyn‘ of tne secial as its filrnic Iandscane and mise-en-scéne exteriori (constituted bythe
téns), tne ste‘r’ ese filmic signtfier fdr soeial 'pﬂow‘er; and the inscription "df cbrnmon peonle:lin the

medium’s circulation and consumption are all explicit in star genre films. So far, the cinematic
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has .been explored where the social is contained in its textual units of star and narrative
' sequence. _Contsequently, the sociality of star cinema also:exists in vthe extra-cinemafci;f wherg
fans have a functipnal, semi-.directki\)eArelation;hip with the film, its producers a’nd t_he ;tar. The
study was initia]ly concerned withl how cinema constructed staf reality; now, the trajéctory of
i”nuvestigat_ion‘leads to{an‘ assessment of'how the extendeﬂd cinematic reaI‘it’y of spectators.affef:ts

cinema’s form and content.

- To this end, the cinematic institution of Tamil Nadu needs to be parsed. How does it
‘breed the star ge‘nre? Why is Tamil Cinen;a more ‘social’ than others? Why is fans’ participation
important for,the' genre? To gain clear ideas of the industriél_structure’ and operations in Tamil
cinema, | had gathered field data from Chennai, the.centre of production for Tamil films,
involving interviews with directors, producers, pﬁblic relation.agents, journa-l~ists and fan club
members. In the follow’ing pages, | have organized arguments around the information gathered
from these interviews in relation to both existing discourses, and critical discussioné that have
developed during the course of this study on genre production and spectatorship. This pilot
ethnography of the film culture based‘on star cinema in Tamil Naduv helps fill and “explore the
gaps and fensio‘nsamong the different levels, the diverse ways of text, appératus, h;stow, and
discourse [that] construct the spectator” and determines ”thé ways [in which] the spectator as
subject-interlocutor also shapes the encounter” —.the process of genre 'standardizatio}n (Stam
2000: 231). The narratives from interviews provide empirical grounds for theorizing cinematic
t_ext; that are so closely written with texts outs}ide the diegetic world. This chapter outlines the

institutional structure, genre practice, star-fan.relations, and mediality instrumental in

canonizing popular Tamil cinema, with particular focus on star films of Rajhikanth and Vijay.
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Cinematic Institution

B It‘v fs 'oossiblle ‘that’the star sYstern in Tamil cinenaa cah be assayed 'as» two time periodel -
the pre-MGR and post-MGR The ~actor’s pohtlcal suocess gradually encouraged star
’dlctatorshlps ’lyn film industries of South Indla The Tam1| cinema mdustry became heavrly
regutated b;l its'a.ctors/stars; Stars‘ hegank to acqoire studlos, some’ owned theatresl;ahd the
Ieadlng majonty 5|gned deals that mcluded fllm dlstrlbutlon rlghts (Das Gupta 1991 215 232) |
They had a ”whlp hand” over the Tam|I f||rn mdustry and were able to control ltS fmancral
orospects by"cyah‘ceill‘ihg:or poetoOhihg Call Sheet datee (Sivathamby 1981 51-52)1 As glamor'o‘ds:
proprietors‘v'o‘f :their irhages, .stars' ‘preaided over all aspects ofvtheir'ﬁ:inis — story, oharac‘ter,/
dialogoes,isceneis and songs — some of 'therrt carefully rhasqueradirrg }the'ms‘elves aa heroes of
the wor‘ll<ing’clﬁass.‘The actors’y invobl\)er‘nent m the f.ilme" textual sign:iﬁoation»,utheir active roles
behind and in front of carheras, on and off the production sets and public stages may ‘indicate
that stars are at the top of the pyramid in the industry. But the truth is Tamil cinema’s structure
is. one -that is circuitously evolved into ‘a simultaneously hierarchical/linear = and
centralized/decentralized environment. Actors, producers, directors, technicians, laborers and
audiences are tied together in a circular, flat plane like a statistical scatter diagram \where each
member is:in continual partnershio with the others. It.is the muscle of the capital that erects
temporary hierarchical conditions . of production and reception. (which is alwayd_ already
collaborative, like any other film industry), contributing to the dynamic nature of the cinematic
institution in Tamil Nadu. For éxample, when Rajni.'s films Baba (2002) failed miserably at the
'box-ofﬁoe,,he personally paid pay financial compensations to distributors who lost a fortune by

'buylng the ‘trusted’ Rajni brand. However, in the subsequent years Rajni rose back to super

stardom through the fllms Chandramukh/ (2005), Slvajl (2009) and Endhlran (2010)



109

_ Vijay’s own line of flops in the last two years -- Aadhi (2006), Azhagiya Tamil-Magan
(2007), Kuruyi (2008), Villu (2009) and Véttaikaran (2009) -- incurred losses with distributors and
theatre exhibitors. In fact, when Vijay's fiftieth film Sura did not bring‘ expected returns, -the
Tamil Nadu Theatre Owners’ Association -(TNTOA) demanded compensation (40% of the
minimum guarantee ‘investment).from Vijay, askjng him to follow the footsteps of other stars
(After Sura Flop 2010). In early 2011, Vijay's Kaavalan (Bodyguard) faced problems with Sun |
Pictures (who also owned most theatres in the state);, and TNTOA delayed'the film’s release by
refusing to screen the film on the specified date boycotting Vijay films.:Interestingly, the Tamil
Nadu Disfributors Association stepped in to support Vijay, and ‘asked theatre owners to
withdraw their protest (Prasad 2007). Distributors. for:Vijay films are also known to invest in

Vijay’s fan club activities, disclosing an industrialized investment in fan culture.®®

So ft is safe to Condude thét star value cén aﬂlw;ystt.)-é f(ev'ive:d bagéd oh fhe com)iétioﬁ
heid by distr_ibutors and producers that there isan audlence for 'revi’v‘agli’st'stiar bp/ro.duc‘ts. Dhérani,
tly';é-drir/e;:‘tbr of Vija:y"s(hit movie Pbkkfri claims thaf Rajﬁi df’Vijéhy have s.tebacv:i{y market values, an‘d’
ﬁiat t‘hekrvé‘is always minirﬁl;m pfbfif, eveh if the film fails at Box-dffi‘éé - “’they are her;)es;
b‘e.céugé they héve rﬁéir.ket;sA"’ (ZOii). No ma&er Whaf, thé starg aré”b:és:towed W|th ihimitable
aoirrynkanf p(IJ‘wérﬁfo:r feéﬁrgence. The commercially viable model of star centrism in Tamil film
industry has been successful for the reason that it has arrestéd its target audiences into the
medium and its inétitution. To properly understand how audiences weré scripted into film texts
or how the culture of star devotion developed, we ﬁeed to return to vthe cése of MGR’s

deification through cinema.

2after MGR, there has been a suspicion of how it was the film industry that funded star fan associations.
Fans were an important part of cinema’s commercial culture helping boost ticket sales. Telugu stars like
NTR and Nageswara Rao were supported by the industry in encouraging and managing their fandom
(Srinivas 1993: 1-2). ' : ‘
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Annadurai and Karunanidhi, leaders of the DMK were the architects of Tamil natidﬁné‘llist

- stdrytelling, responsible for a visual ceneeption of the Tamil national. MGR could “not heve
R

achieved stardom without the political voice organ of their scripts. His transformation frem

actor to statesman happened within the (\:onfines of cinema. His films methodically erasedi all

borders between reality and cinema qualif;/ing his screen life as befitting experience to be‘eome

the political leader of the state. Though the MGR phenomen‘on had altered the cinematie fabric

of Tamil Nadu enforcing the tradition of cine-politics, the most signifiéant outcome of his

successful reel-to-real transfiguration was the cinematization of spectatorship. His audiences

‘.perforr‘ned» spectatorshlb'as devotional fandom enacting cinematized participation with the film

\te>‘(ts'and its subject, the star. One of the commonly reported incidents of MGR’s mythic
existence is as a household delty for many poor families in Tamil Nadu’s urban and rural areas
(Pandlan 1992 131 132) In thls sense, RaJnlkanth is a symptom of MGR's stardom In the
| period between 1977 1987 when MGR moved to Fort St. George to presnde as the state s Chlef
Mlnlster; he‘ acted in fewer fllms and onIy re- ruhs of hlslolder Flms d|d welI at‘ box- otflee
Meanwhile, new actors Rajnikanth and Kemal Hassan emerged as stars. For his p()vptjlarityvvRajni
was eensidered es a potentiel 'MGR, end owiné toj h|s acting skills, Kernal wes con"lnared to the

'thesnlan, Sivaji Ganesan.
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Fig. 50. Rajni and Kamal in Bharathiraja’s  Fig. 51. MGR'’s colleague and arch-to,mpetitor,
Pathinaaru Vayathinale (When | was 16 years ~ Sivaji Ganesan in Parasakthi (1952)
old, 1977).

o

MGR’s’acc‘umulation of fan base ’through bopuiist cinema and his later en£ry ihto
électoral pol‘itics is not a precedent only for Tamil actors, but for contemporary fans aé well.
With " historicized subjectivities, fans of new actors engage in star-politics to increase their
prospects for economic empowerment. Directors often blamerthe audiences for their vi}nal?ili’t_y to
‘ consume ‘”sberio_us"‘»cinema, forcing_';he ;artists to produce plebeian cinematic expre\.s,sions that
provide them wbith holistic pleasure -- masala films‘(thar‘ani; Vinavu). S‘o‘me groﬁps of audiences
bemoan the ‘indecent’ excess in these entertainment products (Dickgy 1993:5 -6). ’Sta_rs openly
c.o,nf‘ess their primary motive is to please the fans (“Vijay on Kaavalan’s”). F.a‘ns’\self-awareness
as addregsées, thei_r rituali‘z_ed perfqrmance; of ‘consecration, ’lan“d the general awareness
amongst au,dievnces that they can make or break a film through reception is We_ll-ingrained_ in the
’s'ocia‘l cpnsciousness of consumers of Tamil Cinema. lam intefésted in this collectiv;e agency that
the au‘die‘nlces' séem tb’exercise thrbugh viewership. Firstly, while the films dedicate__fheir
fat{ractibns’, to social desire the audiences are also selective consumers in that they sélectiyely

choose how to participate with cinema’s commoditized offerings. Secondly, in this cyclical line of
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perceptions and expectations, ne one entity precedes the other; however, what remains is a
| critical impression that cinema is a social game. Monolithic power to affect cinema may not lie
with any one'member alone in the cinematic institution. The feature of collective cohécious in
cinema simultaneously'has membership in the social. As equally influential partners, the
producers, actors and audiences exhibit a shared genre consciousness imperative to stabilizing
the cinematic institution in Tamil Nadu (and can be extended to cinemas of Telugu and Kannada,
too). Whilst the: spectator has remained the primary locus for understanding cinema, his/her
‘heightened participation with the Tamil extra-cinematic space(s) promotes the spectator to
higher[level of communication and representation. How unique or special :is the Tamil
spectator?- By parsing previous' research. on spectatorship in India; | wish to. formalize the
specialness or extra-participative aspect of spectatorship derhanded and supplied for star -

cinema in Tamil Nadu.
The “Indian” Spectator

Avma’jority of scholarship on ln‘dian cine’maf using _divefse approaches ranging from
historical to textual ‘have had to invariably make inroads into spectatorship studie‘s. The ‘Indian’
spectator'has‘”be\en velhed Vahd‘eb‘served for Ih‘is/her:‘role in determining the pbphlehin lhdia:r:\'
efnematie v’ver‘ktsk. The interrelafion between audiehee hleyasure:an‘d r;OphIarify has I;argel‘y‘b’ee‘n
the “prehhise‘ fo4r :uhderstehdihé einerhafie fr’hplpsioh of fhe (-jvaily ‘.Iives of ‘s;t)eetet'ers (Thomas
i985). The:eihenﬁa khaI’I:Tin‘ Zlndia.is consfdefed .toy be. the fifsf publlc s‘p:):a-ce th‘er'e pe’ople‘ef‘
differenf cyla'es’es» and Mcastes es.sembl‘ed ender ene roof. While elass-heeed demarea;ci‘ons' w:th
tlcket pficev's | frem low to high, ffom | fleor s.eaﬁhg' t.on ba‘ic‘d:nvy seeting | Were ins:titutedy,
syrhboli‘cally,.movihg‘ pictures hadlbec.vor’ne ;(he "firSt social equalfzer” in eengreéating the messes

(Sivath’ambyﬁ 1981: 18-19). Patrons of the classical art forms -- the ‘original’ artistic expressions
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of culture -- regarded cinema with condescendence for its ‘non-traditionalist,” ‘impure’ art, asa
. gimmickry that only appealed to the uneducated and poor. The egalitarian‘ aspect of cinema,
‘entertainment for all" requiring no special knowledge in consuming its art made. upper class
members ‘denoun.ce,' lndivan films for their unrefined entertainment (Pandian 1996: 950;
Baskaran 2006: 247).* The domina nt discourse about cinema as entertainment for the masses is
based on the economy of class (and caste structures within India) and is notably crucial in
shaping the relationship between India’s multilingual cinemas and its'audiences. Since a greater
number of India’s population are stratified in the lower classes, the concomitant class-specific
| sensibilities of audiences presumed ‘and prescribed 'by the producers are intrinsi‘c" to Indian
~ cinema narratives. This “socially, culturally, and economically subordinate position of the urban

poor” is the source for defining theMatic and commercial semantics of India’s cinematic corpus,
| and therefore class-driven power relations are l’central_ to understanding the relationship of
viewers to the medium” (Dickey 1993: 141). Judith Mayne’s seminal review of spectatorship as
beyond identification and signification is also relevant here because spectatorial agency over the
‘ apparatus is considerably intenslfied in the Indian context (1993).

) . \
The difference between cinema’s champion mdustry HolIywood and popular cinemas in ¢

Indla lies |n>’the arnount of’ dlrect addresa Popular narratlves openly assimilate audrence
expectatlons and quite often t.h.e fllrn 's characters acknowledge the audlence. seated on tne
‘ other snde of t‘he screen ’b\‘/ ‘Iooklng atvthem — looking lnlo the camera, dellvermg lines tnat
inl/ite the audi;ence’ on tne inside’T Eleewhere, ,‘theoriz.ingzlndian audiencea as a ”melodramatio
public,” ‘Ra“v‘i Vasudevan argues that oirect adclress(binos “the spectator‘into a hern1eric universe

onscreen [and] heightens the individual- psychic; address and sidelines the space of the -

|

* Karthigesu Sivathamby first, and later MSS Pandian and Theodore Baskaran discuss the cinema hall as a
unifying public space in the context of Tamil Nadu, nevertheless, thelr inferences are deducible from the
pan-indian scenario of early cinema." :
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auditorium as a social and collective viewing space.” (134) Citing the processional conscription
- of citizen-suibjects through myths distributed by the nation-state, Ashish Rajadhyaksha famously
argues that Indian cinema much like the capitalist system recruits subject-viewers into.its
democratic regime of citizenship;.The “narrative contract” registered between participants and
producers, is para-textual and transpalrent fqr the cinematic citizen throughout the course of a
film (1998: 9, 12). So spectators are f’habituéted" to preset modes of storytelling, instigating
them to employ culturally conditioned “styles of active spectating” (L Srinivas 2002: 165).*° My
main argument isthat'active. spectatorshi/;J practiced by ‘Indian’ audiences intensifies as we
move south in India. The culture -of spectatorship is also specific to regional public spheres. The
‘active’ in active spectating enters the dimension of fan organizations. The narrative contract in
Tamil films is open for consensus and regularly amended to communicate with fans. Particularly,
the Tamil spectator’§ nact‘i‘ve partic‘ipg'ti'o‘n: with kfilms operates at seemingly higher leyels qf
induction in to'd‘iegetic and nqn-diegé_tic ;eaims of ;élir)emka\\ (in )compavﬁson to"BoIvlyw:o’odr‘and

Hollywood).
The Tamil Spectator

- -'Popular: consciousness ‘in Tamil Nadu is dominated‘ vby performative\and intertwining
cultures of cinema and electoral politics encompassed under the aegis of language — the
celebrated feeling bf Tamil pafru (allegiance or devotion). Apart from observing how Tamil films
functioned as social glue in the cinema hall, Sivathamby' highlights another important role of

Tamil cinema: “... in the Tamilian context the film has a very significant place in that it is the first

° Active spectatorship as the distinguishing characteristic of Indlan cinema is described by Lakshmi
Srinivas as a form of spectating that ‘constructs a partlcular relationship with the film — for instance, the
film is not accepted as an entirety or finished product. Audiences use the film as raw material with which
to construct their own experience, in the process reconstructing the film. Four such practices adopted by
audience members are identifiable as: ‘selective viewing’, ‘participatory’ and ‘performative viewing’, and
what those in the film industry refer to as ‘repeat viewing.’ (2002: 165)
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aesthetic expression of the Tamils that had the entire Tamils as its patrons” (1981:,17) (emphasis
.‘ added). Films have been instrumental in vocalizing and visualizing the culturally.and politically
determined Tamilness for the state’s citizens. Along with the birth of Tamil aesthetif:s,, what
evolved is the symptomatic Tamil citizen, a self-conscious subject of the region'§ cinematic
discourse simultaneo',usly belonging to: the concept of the Tamil nation’s mj:‘zsses.41 Then, the
question to be asked is: what kind of subject-sbectator does star cinema create? Historically
- constituted, viewers of Tamil cinema partake in the industry’s commoditized entertainmenf, and
constructing their own extra-filmic worlds of interaction. How unique is the fan? How different
is t.he> )far) from audience? Does the star have different kinds of audiences? Andrew Tudor (1995)
argues that “‘audience’ is not a sétisfactory term,” and goes on to resituate movie audiences in

T e

relation to th_eir fostéred'relationships with the stars (74); He states:

The star system provided basic leverage for audience involvement. .. Particular
star figures often developed an affinity for particular story-types. .. [Stars]
formed recognizable ‘signals’ through which an audlence could eaS|Iy re- enter
the familiar terrain. (77) ‘ '

The.”familiarvterraln " for the -Tamll star fan is'both an internally and externally defined project,
with their personal convtribution‘and involvement as essential for the construction of star’s
visual terrains of public and screen images. rAmong the variegated' audiences available for the
Tamil market,, for example ‘youth’, ‘family’ or ‘ladies’, fans _are;another‘set .of specialized
audiences, who are evidently the most cherished h1arket demographic for the film industry. The
sociological ’extremity; in Tamil fan culture has piqued much iﬁterest.in the West resulting in
significant political and ‘ethnographic studies in the region.(mainly in the cities, Chennai,
Madurai and Puducherry) (Hardgrave 1973,.1975; ,Dickeyv'1993,v; 1995, 2001; Gerritsen: 2009;

Rogers 2009, 2010, 2011; Nakassis 2007, 2010, 2011). This dissertation disperses from these

! Consciousness of belonging to the masses, is also more specifically the subaltern consciousness that
was carried through MGR's screen image (Pandian 1989).
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anthropological inquiries (as context) to include fan as:cinematic text, considering that fans.are
- more than sociologicaIAunits, their invol\rement in genre formation appoint them as cinematic
bodies. After briefly outlining the history of fandom culture in Tamil Nadu, the following pages
will present a textual anélysis of the fan system —club activitiés, directorial supervision, media
partners, and the»_foundational fan-star psychosocial enactments through and in cinema. The
Tamil spectator is then a cinematically mediated snbject who is invited tn make associations of
the personal with the social through the capitalist icon, the star. The crux of this chapter is to ,’.

understand the genre process by answering why and how fans extend their reality into cinema.

The Genre Spectacle

The coexistence of the star and the fani in the same medium of cinema, simultaneouslyy
located within the film body and outside, makes the star genre system rem'arkable_ for itsj
assimilation of fan texts onto the screen. Developing themes rhat repatriate fans to the star and
yice-vérsa means that the speétaclé is not just about the star, but more importantly about THEIR
| spectacular fandom. The genre spectacle is inclusive of stars and their fans. Over the last twof‘
y;ears, fan cuiture in Tamil Nadu regained significance in an industrialized atternpt to\révive the!
sftar genre’s commercial value. Vijay has made rnény explicit overtures to his fans on regarding '5
nis dependency on their loyalty, and their beari‘ng on his success in cinema aind politics. On Julyf
15 2010, Vijay's soon to be released film Velayutli’dm was launched amidst scores of fans in an
aiiditorium in Chennai (tne programme wais also’ Vbro’adcakstedﬂunn television), breaking the
tradition of .high prdfile attendance frém filrn personnel élone. An open invitation was sent to
fan r:lubé ac‘ross the state énd country to aftend the sbécial occésion.v'ly'h;e star-fan affil.‘iation |s
bi-direr:tio‘naiil requiring stars in turn to affiliate’ vi/‘i-th thé i‘ains. This irind of interactinn i's a Qralpié

for genre stability. Moreover, genres are "‘rhetqrical means for mediating private intentions and
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social exigence; [genre] motivates by connecting the private with the public, the singular with
the recurrent” (Miller 1984: 163); A visual allegory of this relationship between the apparatus
" and the commodity (and its extensions) featured in the bromotional trailer released as part of
the movie launch celebrations. The most conspicuous part of the trailer is a live animated
illu;stration of Vijay’s face, whose contourS are formed by black dots. With loud cheers the black

dots flock together to form Vijay’s face and symbolize as his fans (see below). -

_ Fig. 52. Vijay’s facﬁéfé\c‘)‘nsltrLIctéd ‘byifans"ir’i }hé t‘r“éillze’r‘ for Ve;layutham'
The'fhronging nciise Qf fans incréa;és as the f;ace‘:‘finarlly formé in to a whole, and the_‘text. that
appears below the image reads: rdSIQIdrgd}in\berddharm)izddn -- with the overWheIming support
of. the fdns (see fig. 52) Since;the prémo begins wit}i this sequehce, whét ofi’ginally‘;loybkhs lfi‘ké

baiting Vijay fans to pump up the pre-release hype also has symbolic meanings that are probably
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new. Movie launches in vernacular reference are called pada. poojai (movie\’poojai: auspicious
ceremony that involves 'condUcti.ng brief rituals to Hindu gods before the first take of a film),.so
‘invoking fans instead of god for the poojai, reconfigures or elevates the position of fans in
relat-ion to the star, symbbolically, placing the fans as the film trade’s preferred good omen. The
face of Vijay alse works as a meta-face containing faces/voices of all the fans. Again, it is
important to remember that these strategies are not entirely new; they ere what may be called
‘MGR visitations’ -- contemporary forms of star-fan afﬂeity. After all, MGR was the first film star
to establish a “deep sense of camarade.rie”,with‘TamiI people addressing them with strong
;NOI"dS of endearment like En Rathathin Rathammana Undapirapugale (my bldod brothers and

sisters) (Pandian 1992:100).

The exhibition of active levels of fandom is one of the more intriguing aspects of Tamil
and Telugu cinemas. Over the last two decades, a significant number of studies have researched
and theorized the cultural practices surrounding popular cinema.” Some of the first scholarly

investigations focused on the state politics, and the role of cinema, its stars in advancing the

2 While it may be interesting to examine the lives of fans from an anthropological perspective, it also
might bring in essentialist western attitudes in studying culture that are foreign to familiar cultural
practices at ‘home’ (the west). The problems with ethnographic cinema (“seeing
ethnography/anthropology”) also overlap with issues in ethnographic studies of cinema (Roning 1996).
The increased scholarly interest in Tamil lives does not always have a direct impact on its subjects. “The
analysis may not be particularly be useful for all, but many of them have really valuable field work data.
Ironically, though, this apparent burgeoning of Tamil studies is probably not because of the diversification
of academic interests among Tamils who are travelling abroad (although they have contributed to it quite
a bit). Because, most of the research is actually done by non-Tamil scholars abroad. They probably feel
like Darwin when he landed on the Galapagos Islands -- fuII of peculiar animals with unique behaviour.
They had to be ‘understood' and explained” (Kumar 2011) Alternatively, | believe that the call for
authenticity is a farce; nevertheless, works of Nakassis and Gerritsen (in comparison to seasoned works of
Bernard Bate, David Pratt and even Martyn Rogers), struggle to denounce their Western lens. While a full
critique is due for each one of these studies, it goes beyond the purpose of this dissertation. “[Edward]
- Said makes the point that the study of the Orient (through anthropology, linguistics etc.) permits a fixing —
in homogenizing ‘scientist’ discourses -- of the already constructed other” (gtd, in Hayward 259). At the
same time it is prudent to acknowledge that this study may be susceptible to similar criticisms in spite of
my careful efforts. | have tried within my capacity to not spectacularize the lives of the concerned human
subjects. | also want to acknowledge the p055|ble devalumg of thlS research work for not having been
articulated in the Tamil language. ‘
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political state of affairs for Tamil citizenry (Sivathamby 1971, 1981; Hardgrave 1973, 1975).
India’s veteran film critic and historian Chidananda Das Gupta’s book The Painted Face: Studies
in India's popular cinema offers a critical chapter on the history of South Indian popular cinema
and i;ts stars (1991). In 1>992, M.S.S.'Pandian’s The Image Trap presented a groﬁndbr"eaking study
on the politics of MGR’s star image through a comprehensive analysis of his films and their
impéct on the sociofpol?tfcal imaginatipn Qf the people bf Tamil vN}avdu. Qn a progrgssivejcurve of
theqrizing the nexus pétﬁeen cir‘mema‘ a’rl1(d, boblit'u':sk, S‘arvah Di;:‘l;ey.'s‘\réts)e‘arch;Qinéma and .t_*hé
-Uriba’n qur m India, vfil‘lle’d thg ’gvene'aipgi-cal_ vofd \{Vith th‘e‘fir»s_;t 'anthrobo.loggical_ in\.(yt'e:gtig_ationfo‘f
'f’arvm qultt?x‘res in Tamil ﬁadu (1993). The Works of Sivathar:nb.y,by .Da‘s Gu-pté,'l?andi.ahﬁ »and bi;lgey
offér iﬁ%pqrtanf fou‘ndational resear.cvh frameWo;ks yfo'r Soqtt; ;’nkdi‘a c‘in\em.a stqdies.“fv”? | |

Given the amount of research done in this field, this sfcudy builds Upon and departs from’

“their multiple approaches to examine the textual quality of fandom, and fans"memberéhip in
filmic processes moving within but also beyond the extra-cinematic sphere of reception. About
his expectations for Vijay films, one fan said: “As far as we are concerned, we have united
(aikiyam) with Vijay. Both fan club- members and common people would like to see films mixed .
with actioﬁ'and rorﬁance (athiradi kalanda kaadhal)” (Balu). This unification with,‘the\ star screen
perfo.rmance, with the dominant element of the genre suggests a unification of texts from inside
and outside the cinematic regime. The unification wifh film medium, whatever it has to offer,
affirms fans as texts and not separate entities. Fans also made their subjéctivities clear by
describing to .r_ne‘how dire’ctors prqucediterext:s, ’somels[pe.c.iﬁc.‘fozr faﬁs, and ;ofﬁe.specAiﬁc for the

general audiences, speaking of themselves as different from the general category of viewers.

“ some of the significant works in this research area also include: Madhava M. Prasad (1999, 2004) and
S.V.Srinivas (1996, 2006, 2010) on:South Indian stardom; on the visual culture of Tamil film banners
(2009); on the organizational aspects of Tamil star fan clubs (Martyn Rogers 2007), about the social and
linguistic landscape of Tamil youth and cinema (Nakassis 2009), and research on the imagerial cityscapes
of fan subjectivities in fan banners and photographs. (Roos Gerristen 2009).
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The observation of this “self-reflective interaction between fan and fan object [star] in which the,
- latter:comes ro function as an extension of the former” should extend meaning into realizing:
that such self-reflexivity permits fans tp be featured in film texts in more than explicit ways
(Sandvoss 2005: 100). Hdw or why have Tamil star fans echieved a strong sense of involvement

in the process of genre and informed participation in stars’ public lives?

The"m.obilizat“idn or ’fane‘f‘dré l\/lGR'é pdlitvicail‘akidé‘e and vpte ha‘nkb in the s‘i)rties'and
s‘ev'enti‘es; hes i'vcs’ basi; ;in fta:n c'luhjacriv?i.ties. Established at‘ the state, city and district levels with
head offices in Madras, fan associations of MGR,‘ Rajni and Vijay ultimately resided power with
the star.** The head offices for Rajni and Vijay are located in respective wedding halls owned by
the stars. Weekly meet_ings are-held at these locations for s._ecretaries of all cl_ubs, and the stars
occasionally preside over th'e"pro‘ceedings. The main activities of fan clubs inuelude film release-
day and the star’s birthday celebrations during which fans erect ‘hug,e cut-outs and'banners of
stars near theatreS, and engage in garlanding, milk cleansing and o_ther ’devotionel’ rituals for
the cut-outs, and prdce§sions through‘ tkhe city from temples to theaters with the film reel boxes.
Aditionally, the fans burst crackers, distribute sweets to the general public and the
" neighbourhood, and throw confetti at the screen on cue with the star’s in'troddctior\'l scene. Of
course, socielfvl/elfere activities also underscore the intended ‘social reSponsibiliry"in these fllm‘-
related celebrations.

The welfare |n|t|atlves lnelude blood.do'natlo“n camps plantlng rrees free dlstrlbutldn of

books to school chlldren, wheelchalrs to the physncally challenged gold chalns for dlStrlCt heads,

ramcoats for rlckshaw pullers rice bags for wctnms of natural dlsasters and other charltable

“S.A. Chandrasekar, father of Vijay and 'honorary pre5|dent of All India Vijay Fans' Club executes control
~ of all the activities, and is known to have much influence on all of Vijay’s decisions in cinema and politics.’
This is one of the reasons why Vijay’s stardom has shown signs of instability in the recent past. The
insatiable de5|re of fans for identification and association with their screen hero keeps him in popular
demand.
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aetivities common in Tamil Nadu. For most of these functions, stars are rarely in attendance,
- nevertheléss, activities continue all yeer round and intensify in“the three months before the
scheduled‘ film release dates. Uma Vangal, film-maker and professor at LV Prasad Film andJTV
Academy,ihas observed in her documentary film on Rajni fans (editing-in-progress) bt[hat Rajni is
never too far away, for fans indulge in wearing the Rajni brand on watches, pens, books,

phones, key chains and wall papers. The stars are active myths that continue to remain a part of

fans’ dailyv lives including family spaces.
My Friend, the Star: Distance between the Star and the Fan

Hey come here my friend

Let’s live this life together
- You and lare one . TR ‘

If we stand together, the world will be under us (Lyrlcs from ’Vaada Vaada
, S/vakasr). . :

 No matter where you and | come from, we don t need mtroductlons
We don’t need to be related
Even though we are born to dlfferent mothers we are brothers (Lyrics from ’Nee
Entha Ooru’, Tirupachi)

‘T‘hes‘e: lyrics penned by the direetbr himself ‘(Peraresylyj) gv'ive"innpetr'tanf insights into
;di‘fectc;r'ial‘fns;ertibns’ o:fvétar-fan texts end t‘he tone of star-fan edd'ress. 'Botn th‘es‘e operétions
are informed by the genre seherjne;lspe.cfato‘n'ship‘is intrinsie to iche éenre' and lyrical calls like
t"chese'cde'rnand spec!ifi(': kind of fans for mass heroes. lntrbnnctio:n s;onf;;siyére filled with se_ many
fan referents that sometlmes they heve no diegetic purpose, re\}ealing that fans are not just
'viewere; vSirany piﬁ, 'tﬁé Tamil :ster>fan is a partickipaforyyl xspe‘ctat’or, (“whose ba(rktic'ipetidnc fs
pekforfnative, info‘rmed by n‘ivst‘o‘riéal and cultural jreferenc’es: to their on-screen and off-screen
‘lives. Novtb only are the fans now ackanIedged énd ‘repre‘seynt(ed intthe ﬁim (see figure 53), they
éllfe:eddresSed by the star es friends and brothers The method of pUinc and fan address has not

gone through drastic mutations.
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Fig. 53. Vijay in vaada vaada (Come on, come on) song from Sivakasi: The Star iﬁvi’tinkg fans of all

social backgrounds to join him: dancers costumed as auto-rickshaw drivers, garbage disposers

and other working class types.

~ From MGR to Vijay, stars have sought themes of brotherhood, friendship, class.and
caste unity and communal oneness albeit with tonal differences that: have affected the
perceptual distance between the star and fan. While MGR’s star personé demanded apotheosis,
and R:ajni earned a combination of respect and comradeship, Vijay’s vehicles diluted the address

further, sometimes closing the distance. between the star and the fan. The age difference

bevtrween:R‘ajn_i_and Vijay, and. subseqqgntly their fans is partly responsible for differential

addresses on-the collective spirit: Whereas Rajni’s fans are older, Vijay’s fans are younger,

influen(;ing the language deployed by the stars. This difference in linguistic expression is

- connected to the fact that. the Tamil language is diglossic — of two strands, spoken Tamil

(Kochaitamil) and literary Tamil (centamil) (Sciffman 1978; Bate 2009). The movement from

“Dravidianist oratory” to Tamil speech forms like “standard colloquial”. to “substandard

colloquial” coincides with the growth of the three stars; Rajini’s dialogues and song'IYrics‘ are

generally more poetic and possibly profound especially when contrasted with Vijay’s that are

generally pedestrian (2009: 10). Like the Tamil language, a star’s cinematic language is also
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diglossic renewing bonds with fans and audiences as the primary social interaction for fans. The
cinematized sealing or reduction of the gap bet\)veeﬁ star and fén realities displaces traditional

“analysis of fandom in India as ‘bhakthi’.

Thereligious conce‘pbt bhakthi bofrowed from Hinduism meanihg devotion, has been
used to explain fan behavior in Indian cinema. The rituals:”pérf(‘)rmed over star cut-outs are
paralleled with devotion for god originally displayed,by saints. There have been attempts to
circumvent religious connotations of bhakti to explain spectatorship for Indian films. One such
negotiation initiated by Prasad redefines bhakthi in relation to rcinén\)a as enthusiasm, but not
quite enough to bridge the star-fan distance, as hé clarifies that: the screen “retains its
separateness" ana that fhe spectator perceives_‘the screen to be intact. In another study titled
“From the Sacred to the Performative: Tamil Film Star Fan Clubs, Religious Devotion and th-e
Material Culture of Film Star Portraits,” Martyn VRogers (2011) arg\ues that'beyond the religious
subtexts involved in fan'devo_tion, fans are motivated only b\} monetary benefits of star worship.
| believe that bqth ;hese studies do set on the right path in deconstructing the co\nCept of
bhakthi but could héve moved further to trouble its relevance. Fan activities that mimic religious
tituals are "Cbmpletély'aevoid of religiosity; acts of consecration Vr‘iave’beco’me more cultural than
felfgia.us.l As Rogefs i}\d‘iéatéé,’ 'féns"invésthients‘ in‘stéjf 'phéhoi'hén'on afé simulatfbhs of dei}Ofion
orchestrated by the bértnefship' between film producers “and film consumers, ultimately
benefitihg both, albeit in varying scales. Therefofé, the terms devotion 'arid‘\b&o‘r"shipy"néed to be
USed’ as thtoug‘h théy are a:lrea"dy“rérho‘ved frorﬁ“its'lsacrosanc't origins, suggesting the ahhu‘lmeht
‘of bhakthi and its mean‘ings. By exekcising their right to political power, fans are. active{/
‘pa'i.'t\icipan‘ts in kthe'bu‘sinessuéf fan.dom.’ Thére is’_ ‘a'\" section of .Fkajnilfans that voiced kfthgiv'r
‘ ;disconfént 'z‘agvain_st'Rajni’s deception on enteriﬁg politics. Newly formed party w:irhgs’ ,Of_ yqu:n’gei'

s."c‘qr‘s;‘li‘ke Vijaykanth in‘stigate embarrassment and shame for Rajni fans (Kbdénijr “Rajni’

/!
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Anandan) (Valasu M. “Rajni’ Anandan). Vijay’s fans too, on hearing the ambivalent response

| (about floating ‘a party or supporting AIADMK or DMK) from Vijay during the May 2011

elections, annulled their membefship from Vijay’s fan association and joined existing political
parties (”Fans join DMK"). When fans exhibit a clear agenda, their devotion for stars-is
secondary to self-prqmotion; fans may even be. said to use star discourse as vehicles to further
their lives (which happened to many of MGR’s followers as they came to occupy lucrative
positions in his government (Pandian 1992)). These observations also underminetheoretical

explanations that Tamil cinemagoei's watch popular films to escape reality and “consume

utopia” (Dickey 1995). Fans need to be assigned more agency in consuming entertainment as it

is, because they are “actual - rather than implied — readers.” Moreover, “fans’ fantasies and
daydreams are no simple form of escapism or withdrawal from ‘reality’, "but a meaningful
engagement and balancing of conflicting sources between self, fantasy and culture” (Sandvoss

2005: 73, 78).
The Star’s Mass: Articulating Spectatorship in South India

" In the indexicality of Vijay’s face seen in the trailer for(VeIayutham," lies the star’s mass.
The word ‘mass’ is‘used at multiple levels of communication in South Indian film praxis. The
exactitudes of its origin are not known, however, the word and its derivative usages have been

part of the industrial language since the early 2000s and became popular with films of Vijay and

trends thereafter.”® In all the differeritly communicated forms, class is the common factor

* with similar film cultures, Telugu and Tamil cinema shared common industrial practices. S.V.Srinivas

states that the ‘mass film’ came into use during mid and late 1980s. | believe that the expression ‘mass’
was prioritized and re-designated to specific aspects of star films in the 21* century. The popular
circulation of this relatively new term also indicates a possible analysis of Rajni and Vijay films separately

under different periods. Although-a majority of Rajni films under the star genre mode are from the 90s,. -

the main body of Vijay films is a continuing genre tradition that acquired star-specific meanings.
Therefore, differences between star texts can best be analyzed first as products of star specificities rather
than temporal periods: ‘
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characterjzing mass as: people from lower classes, or the collective lower class sensibilities for
social pleasure or the subaltern celebration of the screen heroes inside theatre premises, and
mass as also a class-based market division.*® John Fiske explains that even though “popular
culture appeals to a far wider audience than the traditional working class, ... that wider audience
is still drawn from what wé‘have called the subordinate class in itself’ (2003: 106). The term
mass is deployed for and/or from a permanent class positfon, that of the proletariat.' Semantic
notions of the word ‘mass’ Can’be ‘better understobd with excerpts from actual exchanges
éf/between spectators, fans, producers, directors and film critics.*’

k- Td extract a kspe\éi}h:en ffom publié kf;rurr'n/s, I wbish Vtoiarnval‘yzle é bavrt‘i:culézr"‘tlo}r;mléhf on
Yodfube videb showing audiences inside a tﬁeatre celebrating Vijay’s ‘flying fish’ entry in Sura.

The comment:

unféaliétic intro.. swimming is ok.. but L.j'umping frorh water??? tamil makkals
[people]are that innocent? | dont think so.. may be the other part or segment of people
whom they call - mass (my emphasus)

| have identified three irhportant'strands in this comment. First, the comment’s author speaks
forthe ‘Témil' peovpble"by q:u‘esvtianing' the credibility of the Scené’a‘r‘\d iche spectatqr‘s'\celebrator‘y
redction. Sé‘tonc:i," hé/Shé"éISOMérZI;Wérs the question by condescendingly suggesting that a
ba:rticular section of the ‘sdcje't‘y”rnight enjoy such ‘cheap’ s‘pebcyta(::'iés.i By s"téreotIYbin'gié gfouh of
péop!é, thé'éomme:hf;:bfihgs éa‘stbe/clfaSS ’politits into film apb?’ééiatibn. M.S.S. Pandian (1996)
argues that by the 1940s “the boundaries between the so-called high culture and the low
 culture were already well-affirmed in specific ways in the Tamil social milieu. On the side of high

culture, one had Bharatanatyam and Carnatic music” largely patronized the by the upper castes

% star films are often publicized as film products for the populated masses and they are denominated as
“B” and “C” centers in market terms — theatres that are located in-town.and villages. (Mazumdar 2007:
225)

Most interviewees struggled with the mass question, and could not artlculate a clear answer, thus
reﬂectmg the volatile nature of the concept itself.
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(especially Brahmins) and cinema on the other (950). We could extend his argument to say that
 film consumption evolved to subsume that divide within its terms. There exists an explicit
assumption that some films could not eyen be understood by certain sections of the audience
~ among both film-makers and the audiences themselves. The commenf | have cited above is one
such example. Regardless pf the eommenter’s actual .id‘entity, it clesely resembles what an elite
(prebably an up{per_(.:aste indiyideal) percept_ioﬁnofv the "ma_s’sv’vris‘lkil’;ely to vbie. ;It is la‘lso worth
novtin.g}thateven tﬁe kelit‘es, “fqr inst‘anc.e, .de\ ﬁét_ find: Lit‘ uﬁrealistic to ‘h.ave illogical »eeng
se}q’ueknees.. m the middle of a narrative. Eyen their definition o’f excess‘is‘geverned by the

mainstream Indian cinematic sensibilities. Fans on the other hand, have more specific designs

for the star’'s mass.

o

Chinnamalai Balu, who holds off;ivce as tﬁe ‘I-.lonorar_y Secretary of‘ South Chehﬁei'; Vijay |
Fan Association speaking about Vijay’s po\puler’ity"in'co_r’n;’)arisoin fd ’otﬁe.r stafs étates t'het'vyh‘ible
K,em'al.is knovyn fqr his f’yersatile" acting ki[Is,‘ Vljke Rajni’s growth to_!ista{yrdpm, :f'\:/ija‘y ha; mass!”
'(Vijq}’.’ku oru mass Virukku)-. He ’continues: "y’from I‘ittle children ,FQ_adl‘ll,tS everyone ’gqes_r'v.ijay
V_ijlay \(ijey’, so he ha; been cpnferred upon with a mass like that.’? In the_,same_eqnyers,ati‘on Belu
edds tha_t fa_n:skalseb exp‘ect mass through songs, danee’ and fight scenes. Fifty-seve\n-‘yeerfold
Raméda‘s,‘vy;ho‘ ha:s been a.member‘ of the South I_ncjia Rajnikan‘t‘hg Fan Associétion since 1979
a_rdvently defends R‘ajni’s‘specéialgly long career by statiqg t‘hajt "’Raj:ni s;ti‘_lll has mass”, that’s why he
lc‘oulld/ do a’fiI‘m Iike Endhiran ,equa»li‘ng__”;l‘-;lpllyyveod ,ﬁstandards",.ﬁ sense Qf fhe star’s pe_rya_sive
;:ultqral power dominates these ex‘pressions of mass. Adulated by peeple from “six year olds to
/ sixty years olds”, the star’s mass is a measure of his likeability, and not just popularity
(Ramadas). Additionally, ma's‘s also brefere to how ;che stakr‘tra h§letes his eppeai as pe"rformance‘ m
~ the film, the original mevasu‘ren‘ee;nfvot“e sfar’S /ytelent.‘ MG\R”’s seng énd‘ fighf se’q‘ueknces weke key

. )
attractions of his vehicles making audiences believe in his charismatic invincibility (Pandian
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1992). Similarly, for Rajni and Vijay, fan and audience pleasure is derived out of the stars’
idiosyncratic' performances within the masala scheme of entertainment. According to fans
perspective, the star’s mass, is the star’s on-screen and off-screen glorious stature something to

which they are bound to.

From the pérspective of directors and prbducerg, mass translates into a vguérant(ee' of
suc'Cess, tertairity in/appeya‘ling to lower classes. Of )c'ou'rs.e,k it is also not that black and white. For
éxample, in his attembt to describe m'as‘s,‘ Babusivan the director of Vét‘tiiikaran,‘épellls out some
commohly aécépted ideas:

The educated watch cinema, they don't like masala films and look on[y
“for scrlpt-orlented subJects Whereas, mass are people who applaud
when they enjoy a scene (Oru scene-a paathu kai thatravanga mass).
People who like masala elements in a film are called mass... The crowd
that celebrates the victory of the poor hero and downfall of a rich villain

is- mass. We need to .represent screen heroes as one among them,
someone who can achieve what they cannot.

Evidéntl\}, Babusivan comments that mass l"epresentsl audiences from the lower stfata, and
because hf their lack of, or poor access to education, they enjoy masala products.b He also
suggests that mass represents the fractions of society who are ardent fans,of ci\nemakwhq
demhnstrate their.‘interest by standing in long quedes for tickets to star films, the ones who sit
in the flrst row, for those whom watchmg the latest releases is top pr|or|ty (cmema paithyam).
While a stereotyplcal portralture of wohkmg class behavior ;s descrlbed the fact that dlrectors
incorporate mass elements inside the films comes through clearly. Anofher director, Perarasu,

clarified the textualization of mass in films:

When Vijay’s call sheet was confirmed, | had to make changes to the
script. / had to add more mass for the climax scene. | added more
powerful dialogues for Vijay, and structured the last scene like a grand
- fight with all rowdies from Chennai assembling in one spot.
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Therefore, mass are also cinematic elements that typically give them audio-visual pleasure.
qunch dialogues, action.sequences, dance performances and introduction scenes wdrk as mass
as they attract the masses. Perarasu comments further that not all actors have mass, and scenes
where Rajni flips cigarettes, or walks and st\}lishly turns to look, draw a lot of whistles (whistle
| parakum), however, the samé actions is likely to draw widespread disapproval if perfofmed by a
differ»ent actor. Like Réjni, Vijay has earned fhe status of mass hero — with more action, more
mass. Mass ’is< dravyn from fa‘n's_ who havg crossed into highe’r‘ levels of/fa nqqm, and affection for
the ;ltar where they enjay ény_th_ing the stér, does. There iis‘ é continuous mov‘eme'nt between
how mass is cdnstructed, revp;'éseiﬁted and symbolized és pleas_urekvandj powér. Star cinema’;
non-pdliticized discourse Qn tihe mass may Iégd to a tﬁheory‘ 'of mass. l ,’propko‘sév a non-

classificatory system of descriptive units to delineate the various productions of mass:

1. Filmic mass: film elements unique to genre and:prerequisite for its success
(applause as mass, dance as mass); and filmic 'masses. : diegetic crowds signifiers for

masses or the nation.

2. Profilmic mass: film publicity that broﬁles fandom as star phén_onmeno.n;‘én‘d

profilmit masses (actual members of fan clubs) ‘

3. ~ Afilmic masses: the general population who inspire cinematic representations of

‘reality’

- Despite having multiple meanings with multiple locations in and around film texts, mass works
as a signifier for the genre’s assimilation of audience expectations and fan involvement. Mass
appeal for the popuiar is integrated into cinema as a genre ingredient signaling the fans-in-text

formulations of spectatorship.
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There is one other aspect of star cinema that attracts fans and audiences interpret the
screen texts — intertextuality. The already established openness in star film scripts is also
generated by the references to iﬁternal myths and external facts outside the immediate
diegesis. Directors consciously capitalize on the cultural consciousness to garner appeal to such

scenes, to incite more participation with the entertainment. .

Thé i:r;ter;cextual Star N o | | 'F' |
" Cinéﬁ;a and ‘yot‘hrebrhdzi‘fférent forms yb‘f‘m:ass media haé beén é feft"nle rg‘rciaund for; hos;t'i'ng and
éreating intertexts; active members of the cinema circulate intertextual references ébout
themﬁelves and the films. And stars ére the epitome of intertextuality. Keith A. Reader a§serts
. that ';the very concept of film star is anvintertextual one., relying as it does on correspo’nd‘e(nces
of similarity and difference from ‘one film to the néXt, and sometimes -':oo on supposed
resemblances between on-screen and off-screen personae”(qtd. in Allen ‘175).. In view of the
- continual flow of intertextual relationships be.tween Tamil cinema and pé)litics, and phendmenal
stardom and fandom, | have identified two kinds of star intertedl(ts that have percolated out of
the sYstem of star ﬁlms: self-reflexive references to their films, boff-screen peksona ouf their
.stardbm; and references to MGR."as progenitor. These typesr_of intertextuality are a\melding of
Fiske’s ”horizéptal and vertical” t“extual‘ties (87). | will elaborate on these two references with
so_rhe examples, r
Rajnikan‘th‘ and his co-star Khusboo in Annahdlqi,sing and dénce to a duet in which they
refer to each other’s realv life screen names. The song titled ’KhUsboo Khﬁsboo’ aI:so has both of
stars looking into a bioscope to watch a montage of clips from each /of their filmographies. The
song has an interesting opening because, the music pauses when Rajnikanth first asks the dancé

~ team and then gestures at the audience to guess what kind of flower was his girlfriend’s name

~ (see figure ). This is done because the scribt trusts that audience are aware that afct,ress Khusboo
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has the word ‘poo,” Tamil word for flower, in her name. Assuming that the audience guessed
| right in the given time, the song resumés play. The actors take turns to sing about each other —
interspersing romantic lines with.references to each other’s star appeal - evocatively reflected
by these lines: “You are forever the king, you are Rajni, you are the leader of ten million men”
and “You are Khusboo ... There’s no woman like you, ydu are the talk of the town...” The odd
interruption of diegetic flow with what can be attested as ‘a fully intertextual song, does not |
necessarily distanciate the spectators from the film, rath'er it invites their participation with star

texts.

Fig.54. Rajni asking the rhetorical question to the audience
Thé self—reﬂexive-metacinerﬁatic aesthetic organizes intertextual elements for the genré's open
partnership with its audiences. The audience experiences the film in _the company of fhe stars;
the ghar_ed scréen 5pace permits reception for intertextual material only furthering the actor’s |
stardom. Like Rajni, Vijay has made references to himself. In Villu, Vijay makes the intrbductory
éntry dressed up as.superman like figure covéred in different pieces of colourful sarees flying in
' to the center of a fiéht scene at a market place. Female bystanders remark in aWe and speculate

abouthlm bei'hg ;th'e ’qukir)’ mépn' and later to belittle the villains, Vijay says: “I’'m neither Bruce
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Lee or Jet Li.. 'm Ghilli.”*® In the introduction of song Vettaikaran, Vijay's 10 year old son Jason
Sanjay makes a cameo appearance towards the end of the song. Jason enters wearing the exact
same costume as his father,.walks_ stylishly towards the camera shifting his scarf from one side:
of the neck to other, just as his fathér_ a few frames ago. That he is the star’s son is established in.
the next shot, where both their figures walking toward the audience is shown in split-screen

frames.

Fig. 55. Jason wows his father and the dancers, indirectly demanding the same kind of response
o from the spectators. o . ‘

| Fig. 56. The closing shot of Vijay’s introduction: Publicness of the star

“ Ghilli (Bull’s Eye), 2004 is another super hit film of Vijay.
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These insertions are taken for granted, although excessive, they are not identified as excess.
Similarly, Rajni too makes plenty of reference to his personal life. In the song ‘Azhagu’ (Beauty)
frc')m' Baashd, the heroine :Nagma' fantasizes Rajni to be every person she sees like the
bartender, traffic policeman, security guard etc. In that ‘daydream-like sequence, Rajni appears
as a bus conductor on a public transport bus. He walks out of the bus and salutes at the
audience; by which he refers to his personal life - a publicly known'fact’that before films, Rajni
was once: a buvs conducfor in Karnataka. Vijay,‘playirig a character named Tamil in Pokkiri,

alludes to his star status and popularity in the introduction scene:: -

| iHrooIigan: Who are yéu?

M TamikI: | | You're the first guy in '.ranr'l‘il Nadu t6 ask tﬁat qu‘évstio_n!
HeAinsinuates that anyone would know ‘the‘ avnswér té t’hatdugst‘i(;r;and eQeryoné .in Tamil Nadu
will know ’Young Commahder' Vijay, the film star; Sﬁch ;efer;ﬁéeé iﬁdicate ‘tha»t the star is not

only acknowlédging his popularity but also feafﬁrming and sustaining it.

.MGR can easily be the most popular film star from FSouth of India. It will not be difficult to
find his portraits _and statues iﬁ every village, town and city in. Tamil Nadu. In the world of
cinema, especially on screeh, no one will dare to tarnish the image of MGR. So many films follow
the ‘natural’ tradition. of having MGR in their mise-en-scéne or a mention of him in the
narrative.  Star films -however h;we ‘a v'mofive ‘to revisit . MGR relafed screen imagery and
symbolism. After all, he is the uhdying symbol of hope and survival for the oppressed. The social
va[ency for MGR is utilized by the current stars to strengthen their own star discourses. This may
act as an indicatof of the continual exchange between cinematic reality and social reality that is

‘characteristic of star cinema. Cinema space invades off-screen space inserting itself as a marker
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of social reality or lived experience to the point where later films must reference visual and oral
signs of MGR as the coordinates of verisimilitude.

Sometimes, these references are written into the script by the producers and directors
who, apart from the stars, are - more interested in sustaining the commercially viable gehre. In
Baasha, R. M. Veerapan, producer of the film was an ADMK minister, therefore his loyalties to
MGR translated in to the film and.on to Rajnikanth. THe parking spot for an auto-rickshaw has a
board titled MGR auto stand, which is .not uncommon tb see even in real life. Rajni also
venerates MGR before the film begins by showering flowers on his picture. Though Rajni shows
ﬁature detachment from overtly alluding to MGR, in Sivaji- when his character comes alive after
a ‘simulated death, Sivaji returhs under thé name of MGR- --- “M.G. Ravichandran not
Ramachandran”. So when the villains recognize him as Sivaji, they raise doubts about his identity
fo‘r which Rajni replies — “I am both Sivaji and MGR”: This line makes reference to the two
greatest stars of Tamil Cinema - Sivaji and MG R.“In spite of this dialogue’s lack of any concrete
subtext, it is inserted‘into the script fof the audience to join.the dofs and enjoy‘ their beloved
star making Self-exélting réferences to other older stbars. In the glory of the past, or rather in the
ghos“tly presence of olc‘Ier\myths, stars of today aggrandize their star power, just by making
cinematic comparisons.

~ Vijay makes excessive references to' MGR'in his ‘films,:througﬁ dialogues, songs and
~ sometimes he mimics popular.mannerisms of MGR like famous rubbing the nose, swinging walk,
and. head.turns, which are already standard cultural references. Vijay’s introduction in Villu is

again another completely intertextual scene. A TV anchor for a special program on “heroes”

interviews random people on the streets to find their favorite hero (screen hero implicit). Auto-

*sivaji Ganesan, a thespian, came around the same time as MGR in to Tamil Cinema. He debuted in
Parasakthi (1952), the controversial anti-Brahmin DMK film. Unlike MGR, Sivaji took a different path and
joined the Congress party. MGR got his title Makkal Thiklagam (Crown jewel of the people) while Sivaji -
known for acting skills, was given the title Nadigar Thilagam (Crown jewel of performance).
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rickshaw drivers mimic Rajni’s dialogue from Sivaji. A few others mention Kamal Hassan. An old
female flower vendor describes her favorite hero as MGR. For every actor, the frame splits to
show clips f;'om their films. When the anchor moves away, the qld Iady’stops him to tell him,
that she l|kes one more hero. She recalls an incidént where Vijay as thg diegeti; character ﬁghtg
som"e’ bad iguys with paﬁache. So Vijay is not only the sg:_reben hero whoVshouId hayé figpfed next
|n the li;t, b‘utk’now he ‘is introdu.cled from‘.witt:\’i;\ thg narrétive, qurrmg boundaries befween
' %iction arpd rga[ity. A "romlar_\ti~c" scene in tﬁé saﬁe film has ijay and MGR ‘(from' Anbe Vaa,
.1‘966.‘5) on parallel framgs roﬁancingl}layantara and late ac.tress‘,Saro:ja‘ pgvi resp‘ectively. fhe
;cb:e.r;e Has ijéy reenact every dialogue alr’jd exbressions of MGRvin §educing 'Ehe womar;n beside
him. fhough .the original scene from Anbe Vaa is genuinely' hﬁﬁorous, its -forc;ad screening in
~ Villu seems unnecessary. Vijay is also made to refer to Rajnikaﬁth. For example, in Pokkiri, Vijay
Watching Chandramukhi in the‘ theatre is inspired by Raj'ni's reaction to Nayantara’s kiss. |
Ultimately sufpassihg all these minor filmic references is MGR’s active mythical influence that
has undeniably mentorgd the stardom of Rajni,ahd Vijay; theirs is a stardom that is not
independent of the MGR phenomenon, quite possibly it is even dependent on the kind of
fandom MGR originally inspivred and still generates among old and new generations.'

In 1984 the famed ‘art film’ maker Balumahendré’s Neengal kettavai (what you asked
for) wasb‘released_to much surprise for the audiences and critics. Neengal kettﬁvai was a film
with more of tl:le most éomrﬁon masala elements of the time. Balumahendra had breviously
made some of the most critically acclaimed films of Tamil cinema such as Moondram pirai
(1983). Yet he made a conscious and an almost tonguei in cheek departure from what he was
known for. It was subposed to be a response to all the producers and press articles that
criticized Balumahendra for making ‘slow paced’ films without any of the ‘entertaining’

elements that the people enjoyed. The notion of what the people enjoyed and the responsibility
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of films as a business to cater to their ‘needs’ has long existed. The 80s and the decades svince

then have guided the star-fan dialectic to subsume the film making processitself. . :

Rather tha‘n expalﬁding the horizons,'thé staf§ and prdeCjeré p:rye'ferirved to stay Withih
what seemed to be a WO‘rkihg"fOrmula while reinforcing audience expectations. Directors like
Shankar who had already established a style and an authorial flavour hybridized ‘the star genre
by élevati_ng its 'congumef duétient'. The star genre was no Ionggrlfor ;he rhass alckmke. vlr-x féct the
mass elements in his films di(vil nét preclude any social class. They invited"pa;'rtfci;‘)at.iﬁa.r; into thé
spectavc'leb that was crgated ‘ér‘ound the new augmente;i star who stooql for the wd?king clés;,

shared middle class aspirations, embraced modernity, and engaged in technocracy.
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Star Genre: A Prognosis

" A genre abandoned by producers tends to disappear from viewer’s vocab‘ulary,
while continued production serves as the most common institutional
“reinforcement of - an existing genre... Even when production institutions
continue to support genre, exhibition circumstances may destablllze generlc
identification (Altman 1999: 91). V -

. A genre goes through market fluctuations because of its own institutional make-up, and
sometimes influential institutions around the genre.-,,T"he_ problems listed by Altman have also
challenged the longevity of Tamil cinema’s predominant genre. The stability of the star film
mode has been tested multiple times during the last fifty decades; the 'famil box office scene is
almost always unpredictable. There are two important features of the star genre that have

- proven to be advantageous to its é;ntinued longevity, despite . its obsession with ,Star
phenomenon{.AThe genré's structure is conceptually laid o.ut like other genres, but the.patte‘rn is
shaped by the star whose lcinemat}ic,exploits‘offer a mix of genre pleasures. As opposed to
synchronous themes, the male star is an individual, and an actor with ;Iinksvt_o multiple
discourses that)aré salient to the genre and its marketing. By drawing attention to the star’s solo
perforr;nan‘cebthroughou; the film, and across a set of films, the genre has a simple plan to focus
all its improvisations on the single unit of the star, which all other components are made to
endorse. The other as‘pect"lof the genre is thfe,pluryality of stars, and theVs_ub"s.e‘quenty multiplicity
of star-specific sub-genres, leading to a. vibrant market of variety for large audiences. The
formula is universal, bqt these ﬁImS are marked by nuances (at least remotely) unique to each
actor. The differences, however, are minimal among smaller stars; clear bppositjonsiemerge

only with bigger stars.

In the current scene of Tamil cinema, the popular adage “Rajni is Rajni” rings true of

- Rajnikanth’s special stardom that is‘ considered beyond the reach of other actors. That,



137

however,: does not'stob‘them from citing him.in their own performances. Some~actor; like
Dhanush and Silambarasan (Simbu) éim to take the place of Rajni. Dhanush is Rajnikanth’s son-
in-law, and is his de-facto heir at least until R'ajﬁi’s grandson becomes an adult. Dhanush so far
has had relative success with the medium by.taking the path of masala films with a large share
of ‘realism,” and enjoys a lot of popﬁlarity because of his filial relations with the superstar.® But
he too starre_d in the film Maapillai (son-in-law), a remake of Rajni’s 1989 film of the same title.
Simbu on the other hand, started his career as a chiI’d actor and was introduced as a ‘star’ with
the title ‘Little Superstar’, Which has now changed to ‘Young Superstar Silambarasan’. Rajni’s
superstaxdom ;nd jts r»nythikcal inscriptioh fnto Tamil culture constrain chers‘ from dethrqning
him. Thé accept‘ed‘ dyr?a‘mi’c:in_ the'indgstry can be described as ‘Rajni films and ';he rest’_. ‘The
dichotomy varies and divérsifies as wé go down the hierarchical list of stars (_determinéd by their
markét value). The next indpstrial opposition wquld be bétWeen Vijay films versus vehkiclesof

significant other actors like Surya, Ajith, Dhanush and Simbu to name a few. The variations also

reflect upon the genre’s mutative form. Actors who begin their career With different profiles ’ar'e
éxpecfed to e*perifnent with_the star genre at some point, and most .of them resign to less risky
and time-fested hero-lcentric films. The Rajni film, then is the contemporary_arch‘etyper for the
éenre, and. as Pérarasu po_ints out “not everyone can do'a Rajni fiblm, féns won’t wlyi’ke sma»l»lggtqrs
making the same gestures. It »wi‘II !qok exagggra.ted.” The percéptiqn |s thaf yqu’n.g’er stars nrgv:_;ed
to»‘ earn‘sﬁbstantial amounf of' fahe bgfore .‘becoming a r‘nass~hero' but, what isial‘slo’ :irﬁplicit i;
that Raj‘niA film h_as.its. own geﬁre yocabulary. The inference froh thése extra-textﬁal t’er:l’silons is:
the stqf geﬁre is the rule; the star film is specific, and fan&qm for star cinema is an ihdustrially;-'
i_pgjqced cultural condition. Writing about Rajni’s careér, Vsobc‘iavll crific '.a:nc‘l J'okuirnaklkist : énani

bemoans the quality of cinematic products manufactured by the Tamil film industry. In the

?o Rajni has two daughtgrs who did not seek acting as a profession, and are involved in ﬁlm and TV
production. o - | ‘ ' ' " '
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article Star who killed the Actor, Gnani laments about the pressure that forces actors to follow
commercial :pursuits, and forego their acting careers. The star and the actors are: different
persons and “the business model [of Tamil cinema] has been that it is an arduous task, if not
impossible, task for someone to be both” (2010: 214). Rajnikanth, indulging in excessive heroism
in Muratu Kaalai (Raging Bull, 1980), was transforﬁ*led from an actor to a mass star. Except for
Simbhu, most actors have a one or two phase process .thét execﬁtes their screen image
conversion. By casting thém‘in-superhuman-roles,-the commercialization of actors takes place

through the cinematic language that is devoted to the male actor’s corporeal exuberance.

The surprising effect of the star genre in Tamil cinéma is its migratory influence.
Between Hindi and South Indian industriés (mainly Tamil and T;elugu), there havé been many
remakes. But ‘Bollywood’ recently has turned its attention tQ commercial s:céess pf the mass
hero trope. Not completely unfamiliar, vehicles of Rajnikanth have continued to amaze North
I‘ndians. The difference in the kind of fandom lured by Hindi ar{d Tamil stars has always been
acknowledged, with Tamil star appeal as differenf and far mbre powerful _for‘its socialized
reception. The significant transition in Bollywood’s market from domestic to international, and
globalisation’s effect of increased COnsg_rner po‘i/ve’r‘for’vth»e urban masses, during'- th:ewlate 1990s
modified cinema’s core narrative replacing old With the new glamourized~India.'Today, a
méjority of Bgllywood'films are stories about the top five percent of Indian society, many films
are also set entirely in abroad. Stars like Aléshay Kumar ahd Salman Khan even with
internationalized films still ruled the B and C markéts in north India, known as stars with steady
market value, unlike othef more glamorous Bollyﬁood attors. In 2009, Salman Khan starred in
the remake of Vijay’s film Pokkiri, retitled as’Want}éd under the same direction of Prabhu Deva.

The film’s big success with the ‘masses’ motivated him to experiment with more South Indian

star-oriented scripts. The experimentation has:beén‘ refreshing for audiences who until this
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po,int had to consume extremely materialistic narratives about India’s rich. Despite bad reviews
from film critics, Salmaﬁ Khan’s star image and the hybridised star g.enre'trend in Bollywood are
continuing to reap profits. Giving the film two ’c‘)ut 6f five stars one review opened on rthis‘ note:
‘fr’Ready should have‘ju’s;t been called: Salman Khan. The ﬁim is essentially a ovvne-man show .by‘an‘
aqtor, who doesn’t act” (Chopra 2011). The exp(:)‘ryt of th‘erstar film rﬁodel is apparent from this
'review; tBoII’ywc‘)od‘staVrs are résbn:ting ex;cravégaf)t Héroic p_l‘otls to in a ’w’ay to ‘.reju‘venafcé théir

screen images as heroes, and for a financial uplift in domestic markets.

. N\
. Fig. 57. Salman Khan in Bollywoodized/Hollywood-like remake of an originally Telugu -
S film of the same title.

~ Fig. 58. ‘Tamil Lion’ Surya in the Tamil superhit film Singam and "Hindi Lion,” Ajay Devgan
N o " inthe remake. \ ‘ A
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| Returhing to Tarﬁil Nadu, after some df’Vijay"s films f;iléd fo make.envoiJgh' Vb‘rof’its',‘a’r;d
a‘f'\c'e-f the succés‘s of Tamil Padam (Tqmil film, 2009) (spoof on ‘the star genre)‘ mahy in the
industryl prediﬁted the :”'end‘ of mass fiIms?’ Thé bfiéf comhiérciél lull was ‘soon ‘off-set ‘by
runa‘&ay hfts >Iike’ Singdm (Lion; iOld), Paiyya (Béy, 2010),"’.’91"rrdth‘c>1i (Lke’op'ard,k 2011) of’ other
éétoré répiicatiﬁgthé méés hérb ‘te‘m‘plate». Rajni’s success'is péftly bééause of his ’discfé\tibn to
chbogé' sfrbné séribts .even\vif' thieui:r‘ fdr‘r‘nulaic.‘;Aﬁ evidenced in his films, Vij'ady's questionable
judgemenf of scripts aknd mediocre acting skills have been his bigg'es_t weaknesses. His ineptitude
and over-dependency on' his father to make decisions have pulled him down; he faces a
continued threat of losing his positioﬁ in the industry. Large anti-Vijay mainstream waves are in
opefatipn in urban and rural centres — these are mostly fans of other ;:tors,‘members*of
middle-class and youthl audiences who are genuinely bored by his repetitiye staf acfion.sWhile
his fans continue to support all his endeavours, Vijay has béen losing ground with the general
‘ aqdiences. Recently on a popular TV show debate Neeya Naana (You or Me) which provides a
platform for ‘common pebple’ to speak out on social issues, a pafticipating member voiced an
open message to actor Vijay to stop acting in films that are no different fro_nftlie other and
urged him to take up new scripts énd character roles that break the star formula. Vijay and his
father were of course offended by the Television channel to have allowed such a comment to be
telecasted. Instead of showing their disapproval directly, Vijay’s fan network staged protests .
outside thg office: of the television channel,:and. filed a complaint with the city  police
commissioner.- It is usual for fans to take up-responsibility:- for safeguarding their star’s
-popularity, but as it was revealed in an interview with Raja Ravi thatfthey‘organized the

~ response.to the TV channel after consulting with Vijay and his father. The first time Vijay fans

staged a protest was when Vijay’s films were spoofed for a comedy show Lollu Sabha (Mockery
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Court). After both incidents, the management of the TV channel released oublic apology
statements for having offended.Vijay’s fans. Rambhala, the former executive produeer‘of the
- show reveals that he ha(i to meet S.A.Chandrasekar in person to apologize for tarnishing Vijay’s
image: In fact, the show was cancelled for constantly running into trouble with star fan
associations. A number of Rajni films were. parodied, but Rajni or his fans did not raise any
problems. Retaiiationsvlike these on behalf of Vijay speak about his insecure\star in1age, SO

fragile that any damage need to be rectified immediately.

Comedy productions in Tamil Nadu have always played it safe, being very careful in
openly critiquiné political leaders and cinema stars. Although a distinct Tamil h}u.mour aesthetic
can be detected in its films, parodies are cautiously scripteii to not offend any actor. R_ambhala_
mentions that television channels are dependent on discourses of cinema, so~they cannot afford
to constrain their relationship as there is a constant threat that the film producers union may
- not provide TV channels with movie clips, the main reason why apologies were publicized.
Complaining about restrictive culture of humour in Tamil Nadu in 'cornparison to the West.
where one can even publicly criticize the president, Rambhala raises a crucial issue of dimin‘utive
mainstream spaee for political criticism of regional cinema. So when the feature-iength spoo\f‘
_ film Tamil film reieased |n 2009, its stupendous box;office success was/a good sign. The film
contains ma‘ny sub-plots parodying a large span of Tamil film's‘. Its main critique is okf the star
dominated narratives. Styled like the Lollu Sabha ’ShOiN, the film boldly ridicules every single
feature of star fiims with witty humour, so much so that, the film’s success can be attributed to
- its inclusion of all the star masala elements -- even in mockery, it was packaged as an
wholesome entertainer. No star was spared, and every popular filmic reference is parodied. The
revisionist discours-es produoed out of Lollu Sanha and ’Tamil Filrn are important ‘markers of'

genre-based critique, concomitantly affirming the production of star genre in the industry. The
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spoof introduction song in Tamil Film replicates the introduction song template to every detail
with a plenty of sarcastic expletives — lyrics, camera angles and movement, the ‘mass’ mise-en-
scéne, caricatured dance steps and direct references to some prop signifiers like that of Sivaji’s

painted bodies (see figure 60).

Fig. 60. Star signvifiers: Actor Shiva becoming a star through p’arody

" 'Fig. 61. Worshipping the cut-out of a star on screen
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- - A compelling statement in the song is the inclusion of star devotion activities inside the’
diegetic premise. The songs show scenes of fans performing rituals for the star’s cut-outs. This
has never featured in any of the star introductions. For the first ti.me, and for the sake of
comedy and critique, external signifiers. of stardom are used as internal signifiers, insinuating’
that theq extra-cinematic text is. very much part of the genre constftution, as discussed in the last
chapter. These images form a direct cohmentaw on the system of star politics, and couvld have
marked the death of mass films, as Tamil film's director C.S.Amudhan hoped. In the same vein,
he also expressed that Tamil film can be the first and last film of the Spqof genre in Tamil

cinema, there cannot be another one.

Fig. 62. External signifiers as internal signifiersﬁ Milk cleansing the new star’s cut-out

" On that conclusive note about Tamil cinema’s tendencies, there are some final

dijestio‘nsit‘h‘at'rise out of this study. What is the future of thé.star genre? What kinds of
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mutations can be predicted? Are star films going to survive new movements emerging in Tamil
ciﬁema?. Rajni’s success with the medium, and Vijay’s struggle with continuing the mode, may
only encourage innovations within the same format. Other kinds of film mode‘s will a!ways be
'seen as deviating from the dominant stream of a dynamic star cinema. Any genre reinvents itself
as part of the process of commercialization. Since the commodity value of the star will always be
indispensable for the all films, it is more likely that the nature of spectade might change. Some

signs of this metamorphosis have already emerged. - -

b | “ Fig. ‘63. Endhlran fiblm bogter
Director Shankar’s spectacle Endhiran (Robot) starring Rajnikanth iS India’s most expensive gnd
_mqst p;ofitéble film that blends sci-fi elerﬁents on thegase-of the m‘asala genre. Thé fgtﬁrisﬁc
:filmv pb?tayéd V‘I.Rajn in two rqles — one as a‘scientist; aﬁother android he in?ehts. 1;He. film’g

highlight was the reduced amount of star antics — no introductions songs, no punch dialogues
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and no star-fan conversations — but ‘an intensive star performance throughout the film::In
actuality, the film is essentially a star film, masked- as sci-fi melodrama. Shankar’s craft is evident
in the finesse with which he refines the star spectacle. There are many dialogues in the film that
have the punch effect, but are not overtly signaled as pqnch dialogues (no exaggerated camera
movements, no grand sound effects). They werev written specifically for pre-existing practices of
consuming the Rajni spectacle (Sabu Cyril). The scr‘ip;(, in fact,lgave a lot of scope for Rajni’s
action heroism. While the film had no direct references to Rajni’s superstardom, the publicity
campaign for Endhiran saw huge in\)estmen.ts into recreating Rajni’s‘fa\ndom — the “madness”
was televised, published abnd‘ talked abqet on news channels almost e\)ery day until six months

after the film’s release.

Fig. 64. Rajni’s cut-out garlanded as part of the pre-release celebrations in Chennai. Source:
Srinivasan R. B I

: After attempting to blend his old image of the romantic hero with the méss-ness of his
films in Kaavalan, Vijay may be breaking the mold, and acting in Shankar’s film Nanban (Friend)

to be released later this year. Anticipations are high for this film, as Vijay is sharing screen space
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with two other actors, and Shankar is expected to revamp his image, just like he boosted Rajni's.
Vijay's other film to release before Nanban is Velayutham, where he plays the role of a Zorro-

like social vigilante. The film is reported to be completely loyal to his star formula.

Rajinikanth’s 'Robot’ biggest grosser of all time

Pratibha Pirroeshwaran \

Fig. 65. News channels on Rajni Mania. Source: Screenshot of NDTV news footage
On the star-fan scene, fans of Rajnikanth as discussed before have almost given up their political
ambitions and are only participating in Rajni's escalating stardom. Vijay's fans on the other
hand, are in full swing, building the base for a potential political launch of Vijay. An interesting
development is that of 'Ultimate Star' Ajith who is next to Vijay with having sizeable fandom.
Fondly known as ‘Thala’ (shortened version of Thalaiva), on his birthday, on May 1s 2011
dissolved his fan clubs, and announced that he did not want to use fans any more for the
advancement of his career. Previously, he made news for dropping his title 'Ultimate star," and
recently in a commemoration event organized by the film industry for the DMK leader

Karunanidhi, Ajith in his speech, revealing that he was forced to attend the event, made bold
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statements about how film stars were pressurized to foster political personae and affiliate with
political parties. He made a public request to the Chief Minister asking for him to issue a
directi\)é to allow actors to" exercise the right for persohal freedom. The speech became
‘contr(;versial espécially because of straightforWard questions like these: “If we don’t attend the
protest [égainst the Tamil genocide], we are portrayed as anfi-Tarﬁils. On the one hand, they
want us to participate in political events and on the other hand the;l threaten ﬁs not to enter
poli;tics. Whathis wro‘ng’in. our e\nter“in’g vvp‘oblitics' if we are expected ‘to participate in political and
social events?”. Rajnikanth ‘was the 6nly star who immediately supported Ajith’s speech by
gi/_\‘_/‘ing 4him a standing ovation on stage (“CM against mixing”).

| All these events and discourses give multi-directionél suggestions for Tamil cinema'’s
future with star trends. Be that as it may, star fetishism is integral tb “the commoditized
vspect'acle ;)f ﬁinema and l‘ifé (aSLDébord argues (1977)), and pa thetterns of transformation will
sustain star genre. | predict that star excess will becdme more implicit and indirect in its
delivery, masqueraded by some refined masala. Audience; will continue tp derive pleaﬁyre from
‘a changing variety 6f star performances.‘ Depending on Vijay’s future, if he turns into a politician,

\
\

then, fans will continue to idolize stars as their vehicle to a sustainable future.
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