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Bbstract

Kshyam Marnam Mukti that is, ‘death in Kashi is liberation” elucidates the city’s essence,
which is said to be older than history. This Sanskrit saying is what defines Varanasi
apart from its architecture, pilgrimage, river Ganga, temples, and so on. Death is an
inevitable event for any mortal being. Yet, the same death in Varanasi is a gateway for
the mortals to immortalise themselves. The significance of death in Kashi is deeply
rooted in mythology, oral narratives, scriptures, and numerous Puranas. However,
Indian cinema time and time has represented Varanasi as a character. Many plots of the
films are centred around this city. Mostly these films highlight religion, and how
Varanasi becomes the site for a blooming love affair (like in Ranjhana and Masaan). The
study aims to do a comparative analysis of the cultural performativity of death in the
films; Mukti Bhavan and Mumbai Varanasi Express. Varanasi as an exotic site for
spirituality is depicted in the film Mukti Bhawan whereas the stereotypical image of the
city (with context to death) is broken in the film Mumbai-Varanasi Express. This
explicates that there is no absolute truth. Further, the paper also enunciates how
cinema can construct other realities to portray the performative scape of the city.
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Introduction

Where is Cinema? It is all around you outside, all over the city, that

marvellous continuous performance of films and scenarios.

(Baudrillard 35)

Varanasi, a sacred city in the state of Uttar Pradesh is known for ‘moksha’
(liberation). The city is known by several names which signify its quality as well as its
peculiar geography (Zara). The city of Varanasi is situated between the Varuna and Asi
rivers, which are the two tributaries of Ganges' and serve as its northern and southern
boundaries. The term Benares is the anglicised name of Banaras is what the city’s
residents often call it. In the ancient Hindu scriptures, the city is also known by the
name Kashi meaning ‘the luminous’ (Zara). In popular literature it is generally
addressed by the name Varanasi and the scholar will mainly call it Varanasi throughout
this paper. The city has variegated aspects of interest but the concept of moksha
surpasses all as liberation is the ultimate fascination for one and all coming to Varanasi.
The inclination of people to find moksha in Varanasi is deeply rooted in Indian
mythology and Hindu scriptures. Therefore, in order to comprehend why death in
Varanasi is romanticised, (especially through a cinematic lens) it becomes crucial to
discuss the mythical significance of Varanasi.

Several Hindu scriptures illustrate the importance of the city. For instance,
Varanasi's mythological significance is exemplified in chapter twenty-two of Skanda
Purana (8t Century CE) which is titled “Kashi Khand”. As stated in the book, Lord
Brahma praises Kashi and refers to it as the “lord of all tirthas”. Abode of lord Shiva and
situated on his second trident, Varanasi becomes a site of dying. In this regard, Varanasi
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and death become synonymous with each other. According to Skanda (son of Shiva)
when the spirit leaves the body, lord Shiva himself speaks the Rama Mantra. Even if you
have done sins, it is a city where one can attain liberated death. As Skanda (Son of Shiva)
states in the chapter “Kashi Khand” that “If any Brahmana-slayer were to go to the city
of Varanasi by chance, his sin of Brahmana-slaughter would recede due to the greatness
of the holy spot”. (67) The mythological narratives explicate the existence of the city
since the beginning of time. Jonathan Parry in his book Death in Banaras (1994)
discusses the popular myth about the city which states that it is a place where time itself
has begun because the cosmos was created at Manikarnika Ghat. It is often said in the
three similar allegories that India is the naval of the world, Varanasi is the naval of India
and Manikarnika Ghat is the naval of Varanasi. In addition, the upward-flowing Ganga
River, which flows from south to north, gives the city a distinctiveness. The direction of
the river has symbolic value since the south signifies death while the north represents
what comes after death. It is significant to highlight that all the Hindu scriptures like the
Vedas, Upanishads and Puranas are incessantly talking about salvation in Varanasi via
death. Similarly, the characters in the films which [ have opted for the study are drawn
to the city of Varanasi for one sole reason and that is liberated death or moksha. Their
beliefs stem from the fact that if they die in Varanasi, they will be able to free
themselves from the karmic cycle of birth and re-birth. The only desire left in these
characters is how to die a ‘good death.” Hence, Varanasi becomes a crucial site for them
to achieve this desire. This desire is given a dramatic treatment in the two films where
the directors have presented a bizarre subject such as death with a lens of scepticism
and humour. So much has been said and written about the city yet; Varanasi still leaves
scope for any researcher to explore a new dimension of it. Apart from several
scriptures, books, and various anthropological works, Varanasi becomes an exotic site
for films. My study seeks to investigate how Indian films portray the concept of death in
Varanasi. Therefore, the research work attempts to explore the following questions:

e How cinema mystifies death in the film Mukti Bhawan as well as de-mystify this

romanticisation of death in the film Mumbai-Varanasi-Express.
e The research also deep dive into how the performances related to death are
represented in the given films.

e How death becomes a cultural identity of Varanasi?
Besides the mythological significance of Varanasi, it is imperative to question how
Varanasi, especially in films which is a part of popular culture is represented. The
existing literature on the portrayal of Varanasi in films has attempted to highlight its
aesthetics as well as cultural significance. For instance, Rohit Rai Mehndiratta in his
thesis “Film as Urban Investigator: Satyajit Ray's Aparajito and Banaras” (2002) re-
situates Banaras in the psychology of the individuals. The thesis critically analyses the
cultural activities on the ghats of Varanasi along with the aesthetics that depicts the city.
Mehndiratta examines how the film creates the spatial readings which disclose the
psychologizing and placement of diverse individuals to one another and to the space of
Banaras. In his thesis, he analyses the spaces of Varanasi employed by Ray in his film
Aparajito and how these spaces further reveal the psychology of the characters. The
research offers valuable insight because it forms a substantial understanding of how
cinema perceives the spaces as well as the aesthetics of the city.
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While Mehndiratta provides an insight into the aesthetics and spaces of Varanasi
in the film Aparajito, Arun Prakash does a comprehensive study of various films based
on the city. Prakash in his research paper “A Study on Representation of Banaras as a
Hindu Sacred City in Mainstream Bollywood Films” (2022) observes the religious as
well as cultural representation of Varanasi in mainstream Bollywood films. He analyses
that the religion of the city plays a vital role in the film script. His hypothesis is on the
fact that the films depicting cities create an image in the subconscious of the audience.
With time this image becomes a permanent stereotypical image of the place without
even visiting it. Prakash has analysed five films Banaras: A Mystic Love Story (2006),
Water (2007), Dharm (2007), Masaan (2015), Mukti Bhavan (2017) for his study.
Religion is a crucial aspect of the city, but Prakash limits his research only to religion.
For example, the film Water (2007) indeed talks about religion because Hindu windows
have a set of rules which they are supposed to follow. However, there are girl child
widows or young widows who do not want to lead a colourless life as guided by religion.
Despite their desires, they are compelled to wait for their death in the city. Such critical
questioning about the role of death lacked in his research.

When it comes to Varanasi and performance, Cristinia Zara has written
“Performing the Sacred: Varanasi, the City of Living Heritage” (2016). It illustrates
interfaces between pilgrimage, tourism, and heritage in Varanasi in the light of
performance theories. The research has aided me to comprehend the significance of
performance with reference to Varanasi. The researcher in this paper highlights tourism
and heritage via the performative lens. Varanasi as a sacred city has an intricate
mandala of intersecting practises from Buddhism to Jainism, from Islam to Christianity.
There is a fusion of religiosity with reference to karma, Moksha and devotion providing
an extra layer of meaning to the cultural texture of the city. It is also responsible for the
cultural complexity in Varanasi. At the centre of this paper is the messiness of the place.
The paper immensely helps to structure the cultural identity of Varanasi as well as
provides an understanding of how the heritage of a city is performative. The research
nevertheless lacks the focus on the metaphorical metaphysics of death. It does not give
in-depth insight into the performance of death or rituals related to it.

It is not possible to imagine films without cities because cities have always been
central to films. As Baudrillard says that one needs to conceptualise the cityscape as
screenscape. Indian directors have employed Varanasi’s aesthetics, its antiquity, and
culture in several films. Sanghmitra Jethwaniin the article “In between Spaces: The City
in Indian Cinema” (2020) exhibits that Varanasi is a chosen site for delineating the
theme of love, life, and death. The author focuses on the film Masaan (2015) where the
city comes out as a dividing factor between the two lovers who lives in the two ends of
the city. In the article, the author also discusses the film Mukti Bhavan (2017) which is a
film selected for this paper. Sanghmitra (2020) in her article highlights the
interconnectedness of death and occupation from it in Masaan film. Whereas, in Mukti
Bhawan she put forth the commercialisation of death and the city. Furthermore, Akash
Chhabra in the article “Why do Indie Filmmakers have a Fancy for Banaras?” (2017)
observes that why Varanasi is a site of attraction for the directors. In the same vein
cinematographer Piyush Shah elaborates on why Varanasi is a chosen site for cinema. In
his interview with the Scroll, he highlights that human existence and mind are
consumed by multiplicity and complexity. These are architecturally written into the
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spaces of Varanasi. Amidst this complexity and multiplicity, it becomes vital to
underscore the cultural performances of the city.

It is inevitable to mention that Varanasi is a site for various film plots. For
example, Choker Bali, Ranjahana, Dharma, Masaan, Aparijito, Banaras: A Mystic Love
Story, and so on. Despite having various film scripts based on Varanasi, the existing
literature on the city is majorly related to ethnographic studies. It is crucial to highlight
that Varanasi and films are imbricated to an extent that it is unthinkable to imagine the
plot of these given films without Varanasi. The existing research examines the
performance of the city with respect to pilgrimage and heritage. It does not study
Varanasi via the theoretical lens of performance and performativity in films. The
researchers of the film studies domain have somehow neglected the cultural
performative representation of the city in their studies. Furthermore, there is a need for
discussion about how the city is shaped by the cinematic form. Not only this, the given
literature does not critically reflect on the representation of Varanasi in films. Death
themes and death rituals which are inherently rooted in Varanasi have remained
oblivion with respect to research. This formulates my research gap and hence, my
research aims to highlight how the selected films formulate the identity of Varanasi and
how death plays an integral part in constructing this identity.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

The research paper seeks to investigate as well as analyse the performativity of
death in Mukti Bhawan (2017) and Mumbai Varanasi Express (2016). The significance of
studying performance in academia lies in the fact that the performances highlight
identities. They tell stories, bend the time, and reshape and adorn the body. Richard
Schechner’s Performance Studies: An Introduction (2020) explicates “Performances - of
art, rituals, or ordinary life - are “restored behaviours” (28). Restored behaviour can
also be known as twice-behaved behaviour which incorporates habits, rituals, and
routines of daily life. For example, greetings, saying goodbye before leaving the house
etc. These activities are part of our everyday routine and it becomes very rooted within
us. Everyday life activities involve years of training and practice. It involves learning
appropriate culturally specific bits of behaviour, adjusting, and performing one’s life
roles in relation to social and personal circumstances. In this regard, any or all activities
of human life could be studied “as” performance. The understanding of performance is
to comprehend the explicit and implicit significance of actions. However, the term
performativity suggests that speech or action is constitutive rather than representative
of reality. In order to understand performativity, one must need to highlight the root
word “perform” which comes with two key connotations. The first connotation infers
“to do”. For instance, our day-to-day actions/behaviours or our daily speech actively
achieve something, even if that achievement is unintended. The second connotation
suggests “to act” i.e., to perform a task or to perform for an audience. The theory of
performativity in the second sense underlines that speech or actions are inescapably
performed for an audience (even if the audience is imaginary). Judith Butler in her
works like “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology
and Feminist Theory”, (1988), Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
(1990), Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (1993) took expanded the
concept of performativity. Unlike Austin who proposed that speech is performative,
Butler took the notion beyond and said that behaviour is performative. Acts according
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to Butler are performative because they accomplish something and this
accomplishment constructs the identity. For Butler, the primary concern was gender
identity and the ways social behaviour constitutes that identity. However, my concern
in this paper is to throw light on the performances occurring in the death hostel as
exhibited in the films. This will pave the way for the further understanding of the
mystification and de-mystification of death in Varanasi done by the selected films. Since
the paper heavily relies on critically examining the performances exhibited in the films,
and other related texts/sources, qualitative methodology is adopted for the research.
The nature of the qualitative analysis is more subjective and calls for the inductive
approach.

Rnalysis of the Films: Mukti Bhawan and Mumbai Varanasi Express

Directed by Shubhashish Bhutiani, Mukti Bhavan is a film which narrates the
story of an old man’s (Daya) wish to die in Varanasi, the restraint relationship of the
father (Daya) and son (Ragjiv), the family dynamics, and most importantly about the
ardent desire of getting moksha. Devendra is haunted by one dream which apparently
makes him realise that his time on Earth has come to an end. The dream is about him
running in the lanes of the village where he grew up. He is running behind a child in his
village and the whole place is empty. It seems like the child is taking him somewhere
but the dream is absurd and ends very abruptly. Based on this dream, he very casually
on a dinner table says to his family that “I am going Varanasi”. The family is stunned
because it does not make sense to them. Moreover, they know they are choiceless. There
is no option but to agree to his wish. The family is not in favour of his decision because
they, in a state of bewilderment think about how can dreams be the indicator of death.
Yet, they cannot let him travel alone to Varanasi and hence, his only son Rajeev
accompanies him. The film exposes the restrained relationship between father and son.
Rajeev is obedient, patient, and inexpressive. On the other hand, his father is stubborn, a
strict parent, but a loving grandfather to Sunita (his granddaughter). Mukti Bhawan
takes us through the transformation of the father-son relationship as well as elucidates
the significance of detachment in attaining moksha or a liberated death.

While the director Shubhashish Bhutiani mystifies the death in Varanasi as per
the mythological narrative, Aarti Chabria’s Mumbai-Varanasi Express de-mystifies this
element of the city. In the film, we see that Krishnakant Jhunjhunwala (protagonist) is
packing his bags and leaving the house for the city of Varanasi. The plot of the film
speaks about a dying man Krishnakant Jhunjhunwala suffering from cancer. His doctor
approximates that he has one month to live and hence, he decides to go to the city of
dying. He stays in a death hostel “Mukti Dham” in order to attain liberated death like
others in the hostel. The tenure of living in the hostel is for thirty days. Therefore, one
must die in a month or leave the place for other death aspirants. Krishnakant’s tenure of
one month in the death hostel Mukti Dham depicts his journey from dying to living and
finally learning to embrace little moments of life. However, the film also highlights that
one can never be certain about death. It can happen to anyone at any given time.
Preparing for death is futile because death does not welcome invitations. Therefore, the
audience in the film sees the abrupt ending of Krishnakant’s life in an accident on his
way home.

Schechner (2020) states that performances can either ‘make belief or ‘make
believe.” The ‘make belief’ term suggests that we in our everyday lives enact or create
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social realities. In ‘make-believe,” the performance is enacted to make the viewers
believe what is being performed. For instance, a president is delivering a speech about
the work done by his/her party. The performance is staged and it is carried out in order
to make the audience believe about the success of his/her term. In a way, the president
is also creating a new social reality and hence, make belief and make-believe overlap
with each other. Contextualising this notion in the two films, I feel the established belief
of liberation after death according to scriptures as well as culture is strengthened in
Mukti Bhawan through various episodes and acts. For example, in the film there is a
conversation between Rajeev and his boss which goes like this:

Boss: If it is about Ganga then Ganga’s presence is in Kanpur as well. Why do you

need to go to Benares”

Rajiv: But sir ‘moksha’is only in Benares

Boss: One can get moksha anywhere. It is about faith. Do you have faith?
This conversation with his boss explains the make belief performance. Even though the
character playing Rajiv in his personal life does not believe in this myth. Yet, his
statement which is “one can get moksha only in Varanasi” declares the strengthening of
the already established belief. The performer Rajiv is enacting this belief to make a
‘make belief performance.” Another example from the film is when the manager of the
death hostel Mukti Bhawan says to Daya that mrityu ek prakiryahai which means Death
is a process. He further interrogates by asking are you ready for this process?Daya replies
and tells him that the process has already begun. This statement again elucidates how
already established beliefs are enacted. The mystification of death is happening through
such ‘make belief performances in Mukti Bhawan. However, in Mumbai Varanasi
Express, the age-old belief is shattered. The performance prompts the audience to ‘make
believe’ that even a person who visits Varanasi with the purpose of dying, can return
lively. He can enjoy the sensory experience of the city as well as restore and regain
health. For instance, after thirty days of his tenure, Krishnakant started living outside of
the death hostel Muktidham. With the help of his friend Rafiq who drives a rickshaw, he
found a place to stay with the wrestlers. We see in the film how he enjoys watching
them wrestle and he even tries to do yoga with them (see pictures 1 and 2).

S0 'ef amuses my R
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Figure 2

Apart from this, in the film we see how Krishnakant indulges in the other pleasures of
worldly life. Such as shaving his beard or teaching the kids the Hindi alphabet. The film
attempts to ‘make believe’ the audience through the performance that it is not
necessary that a person may die in Varanasi. In Mumbai Varanasi Express we see how
sudden and uncertain Krishnakant’s death was. After recovering from a disease like
cancer, he ultimately dies in a road accident. Thus, the film de-mystifies the concept of
dying in Varanasi in the end. Through its performance, the director is indicating the
inevitability and uncertainty of death. Death can occur anywhere, anytime, and it is not
in the hands of man to die.

While the mystification and de-mystification of death in Varanasi are visible in
both films. It is also crucial to highlight how these two films represent ritualised
performances. Schechner (2020) discusses that our present-day life throughout the
world is saturated with ritual observances. The nature of ritual tends to be stylised and
repetitive. At times, rituals are often stereotyped. Moreover, rituals tend to occur at
special places and in some instances; they have designated time or specified
circumstances. For example, the ritual of the funeral pyre occurs at Manikarnika Ghat in
Varanasi. In both films, we see the cremation of a dead body at a specific place in the
city. The first thing Krishnakant in Mumbai Varanasi Express do is to go to the cremation
ghat and watch the funeral pyres burn. In this respect, performance becomes the second
requisite of the rituals. It is significant to highlight that all the Hindu scriptures like
Vedas, Upanishads and Puranas are incessantly talking about salvation in Varanasi via
death. They also elaborate on the importance of the rituals which are performed for the
dead person by the family members. The performance of these rituals in the right order
also promises salvation to the dead. However, rituals are always expressing something.
In addition to conveying meaning, ritual is seen as “doing something” by those who
perform it. According to Schechner, rituals are of two types: sacred and secular.
Religious expression or practice often goes hand in hand with sacred ceremonies, for
instance, communication with the divine via prayer. On the contrary, secular rituals
include activities like daily living, athletics, and other events (Schechner 53). The
boundaries between the two, however, frequently overlap, making it difficult to
distinguish between them. In the film Mukti Bhawan, Rjiv’s father Daya performs the
ritual of gau dan or cow donation before going to Varanasi for moksha. Apart from this,
we see in the film how the members of the death hostel are supposed to conduct
themselves in a particular way to in order attain liberated death. They indulge in
ritualistic activities like chanting mantras, or listening to the kirtans.All these instances
are part of sacred rituals because these rituals are the medium to stay connected with
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the divine. Staying connected with the divine becomes a vital aim for these rituals
because it ensures liberated death. While Mukti Bhawan exhibits sacred rituals, the film
Mumbai Varanasi Express highlights the performance of secular rituals. For instance, the
life of Krishnakant after leaving the death hostel is filled with performing day-to-day
tasks. He practises yoga every day with wrestlers as well as alone, he meets his friend
Rafiq recurrently who helps him to walk without the walking stick and he offers the
water while taking a dip into the Ganga River.

Another crucial aspect of my analysis is that both the films: Mukti Bhawan and
Mumbai Varanasi Express, representthe performativity of death and hence, the cultural
identity of Varanasi. The theory of performativity suggests that our speech and actions
are constitutive rather than representative of reality. The social reality gets constructed
through the various performances we perform in our day-to-day lives. The characters in
the films make death performative via rituals as well as through their speech. As
mentioned above, rituals communicate something. All the rituals performed for the
moksha or liberated death construct the reality of the religion, the culture as well as the
city. It is vital to highlight that ]. L. Austin in How to Do Things with Words (1962)
observes that our speech is also performative. He discarded the Western philosophical
thought that says utterances are descriptive and this description can only be true or
false. According to Austin the act of priest uttering the words like “I pronounce you man
and wife” or the act of saying “I do” by the groom or the bride is performative (Austin).
The performance of such utterance neither truly nor falsely describes reality. Rather, it
is creating a reality of a married couple. In this context, the dialogue by the characters
also constructs the reality of the city. For instance, Krishnakant meets a co-
passengerwho was travelling to the city Surat. When Krishnakant asks him that “are you
also going to Varanasi”, he loudly says that “no, no! this not my time to get moksha”. He
further adds and tells krishnakanth that hamare yaha ek kahavathai. Surat maikhana
khao aur kashimai moksha pao. This means, “eat in Surat and get moksha in Kashi.” Not
only this, the moment Krishnakant arrives at Varanasi railway station all the rickshaw
drivers tried to get his attention by saying “do you want the last rites performed?” They
saw a valuable customer and they immediately knew that he has come to die in
Varanasi. Rafiq who later becomes his friend in the city comes and asks Krishnakant
without even knowing him that “do you want to go to Moksha Bhawan?” He on his way
to the death hostel again interrogates Krishnakant and asks him: “have you come for
moksha” Krishnakant says “how do you know.” Rafiq replies and says that he has the
experience of figuring out who has come to die in the city. He further adds and says: “do
not take it otherwise but in Kashi, we do not mourn death. We celebrate it.” Krishnakant
immediately replies and tells him: “I know. That is why I am here.” Such instances
elaborate the stance that death in Varanasi is performative as well as becomes a cultural
identity of the city.

Conclusion

The portrayal of cities in any art form be it fiction, non-fiction, paintings, songs,
dance, or cinema, has always been like an individual. The city is the entity itself and the
individuality of the city makes its repeated entry into the consciousness of the viewers.
Representation of Varanasi in films is through the lens of aesthetics and culture.
However, Varanasi is consumed with various cultural performances. These
performances are so integral to the lives of people that we do not notice that they are
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constructing social realities. A historic as well as mythical city like Varanasi is a site for
the celebration of death. Moksha is desired in Varanasi due to its mythical past as well as
the scriptures which claim liberated death in Varanasi. The romanticisation of death in
the city is firstly through the scriptures and oral narratives. These narratives are then
weaved into cinema and hence, cinema also has its fair share of romanticising death
embedded in Varanasi. But it is a cinema which plays with narratives and constructs
other possible realities. The films Mukti Bhawan and Mumbai Varanasi Express portray
Varanasi. Both the characters in the films are going to the city to die. Yet, the films
mystify as well as de-mystify the mythical concept of death in the city. The performance
of Mukti Bhawan is strengthening the established reality and thus, these performances
also be known as ‘make belief performances. In Mumbai-Varanasi Express, the
performance is ‘make believe’ because it is constructing the other possible realities
regarding death. The aspect of examining the performances in the films as part of my
research became crucial because performances highlight identities. In the research, I
have attempted to establish how the performances as well as the performativity of
rituals represented in films, create social realities. Not only this, these performances
demonstrate the culture as well.

Moreover, cities always play a central but uncredited role in films. Varanasi,
which possesses cinematic qualities, is neglected in the film as well as in urban studies.
Despite being a plot for many great films, Varanasi has not achieved its due credit. This
research was an attempt to highlight this city’s interconnectedness between cityscape
and screenscape. Not only this, the films elucidate death as the cultural identity of the
city. However, at the same one of the films also interrogates the very notion of death
and highlights its unpredictability. It therefore leaves us thinking is there an absolute
regarding death or not? The answer to this is that there can be no absolute truth but
different truths. Therefore, it is significant to underscore how cinema represents such
truths and creates different realities of the city.
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