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The history of cinema is replete with instances of anxiety and disavowal of
new technologies by filmmakers, cinephiles, and scholars — be it the arrival
of synced sound, the shift from black and white to colour, telecasting feature
films, or more recently, the adoption of digital technology, particularly as an
alternative to film stock. The rise in usage of cellphone screens to watch mov-
ies has similarly been met with equal parts hostility and celebration. Holly-
wood director David Lynch famously aimed his virulence against this trend
in a video where he says, ‘if you're playing the movie on a telephone, you will
never, in a trillion years, experience the film. You will think you have expe-
rienced it, but you'll be cheated.” With rising frustration, he ends with, ‘you
think you’ve seen the film ...? On your fucking telephone? Get real.’[1] Lynch’s
indignation does not appear to be anchored to any one aspect of cellphone
screens, but rather in his perception of what an authentic film-viewing expe-
rience is, or should be. Moving past Lynch’s didactics, this essay will engage
with the relationship between the consumption of popular Hindi cinema and
mobile devices, to examine the constant activity of transmediation, transla-
tion, and exchange by which films become compatible with the structure and
function of the cellphone.

At stake here, is a consideration of the changes this has brought in viewing
practices and the spectator’s engagement with the film, to suggest that the
cellphone needs to be studied as an entirely new medium that has a politics

of engaging with the film object in its own unique way.
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The association between cinema and mobile media has exploded in the
last decade, but this realm is still expanding, with newer ways to access cine-
matic content on cellphones being advertised with every new smartphone.
Scholarship on this association is however at a nascent stage and is largely
focused on the consumption trends in a few Western countries, particularly
with official content services like Netflix, Hulu, and HBO, to name just a few,
expanding their database and making formidable forays into production of
television shows and films. I would propose that examining the mobile media
landscape of a country like India can enrich this research by introducing an
entire spectrum of unofficial and essentially illegal means of accessing film
content through cellphones. Piracy is a key player in the media terrain of
several developing countries like India, Nigeria, Pakistan etc. (and some de-
veloped countries like China), and arguably alters the usual channels of cir-
culation, complicating the market’s control over the circuits of entertainment
distribution.

Piracy is, in some ways, a logical outcome of the drive of globalisation,
which is arguably defined by an expansion of access to a multinational mar-
ket, its cultural objects, cutting-edge technology, and hyper-connectivity.
The glitter of globalisation and its offerings remain largely out of reach for a
significant part of the population of the global south. Massive class distinc-
tions and a visibly uneven spread of the global market in India exemplify the
contradictions of globalisation; what is important however is the way in
which these contradictions co-exist, albeit not without conflict. Increasingly,
the visual landscape of urban India is seeing a spread of spacious stores, enor-
mous digital billboards advertising the biggest international brands, and yet,
only a small minority of the population can afford the luxury of Nike shoes
or Burberry perfumes. The matrix of globalisation, poverty, and aspiration
has led to the creation of a copy-culture that encompasses production and
circulation of counterfeit name-brand goods - clothes, shoes, watches, soft-
ware, electronic devices, etc. — and a wide network of pirated media objects,
in particular films and television content.

New Delhi’s central Connaught Place area perfectly illustrates the co-ex-
istence of these two worlds: the visual landscape of the sprawling marketplace,
marked in its architecture by India’s history as a former British colony, is
dominated by retail stores of nearly every international consumer goods
brand, and Indian franchises of American fast food chains like McDonald’s,
Subway, and Starbucks; meanwhile, existing literally underneath the same
area is Palika Bazaar, the underground shopping centre that is one of Delhi’s
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most well-known hubs for counterfeit goods, pirated software, and movies.
Large sections of Delhi’s population cannot afford the branded goods being
sold above-ground, but a few steps down from that market is Palika, which
offers them counterfeits that look almost as good, at a third of the price. In
other words, the post-globalisation spread of piracy serves to undercut the
language of innovation and legitimacy that frames discourses of economic
and technological development. In India, the handy and incredibly adaptive
nature of piracy or ‘jugaad’ as it is called locally, is a significant though under-
studied force in the landscape and discourse of technological innovation.

Ravi Sundaram presents jugaad as a postcolonial condition, as he says,

Postcolonial cities are vibrant hubs for new media productions, spurred on by a
range of low-cost urban infrastructures, mobile telephony, video and digital tech-
nologies, and parallel, informal distribution circuits .. Most city dwellers in India
have grown up with the rhythm of technological irregularity, the ingenious search
for solutions ... Urban population (has) resorted to a combination of bypass solutions,
illegal sourcing from the official infrastructure for some, and private and semi-pri-

vate infrastructure for most. [2]

Media piracy in India functions at the intersection of access and affordability,
and this nexus is as inscrutable as it is widespread, because of the varying
kinds of piracies at play. It is not just that pirated versions of films circulate
as pirated DVDs and illegal downloads, but there is a growing market for
cheaply produced counterfeit devices to watch these films on. The cellphone
has become one of the most popular devices to watch films on, with down-
loaded movies as well as counterfeit smartphones being readily available and
of course remarkably cheaper than their legitimate counterparts. Sellers un-
equivocally state that watching movies and listening to film songs is one of
the main features that buyers look for in phones. The format that has gained
immense popularity in India is the Secure Digital or SD card, particularly for
storing popular films and film songs that can then be watched on their phone.
Since most Android phones have an SD card slot, while iPhones do not, it is
not surprising that Android phones — both legitimate and knock-offs — have
a significantly larger market share in the country (62%) compared to the iPh-
one (1%).[3] Some of the most popular phones in the counterfeit market are
non-smart phones with two-inch screens, that cannot connect to the internet
but have a slot for an SD card and have a built in video player. Internet speeds
and services in India are still not available in several villages and even small
towns in India, and where they are they are prohibitively expensive; as a re-

sult, streaming content (either legally or illegally) is not an option for a large
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majority of cellphone users in the country. The inexpensive, handy solution
to this is provided by independent sellers who sell SD cards and for an extra
sum, load movies, songs, and TV shows on it. Users buy one SD card that
costs approximately Rs. 400 (~-$6) and get movies loaded at anything between
Rs. 50 and 100 per movies ($0.75-1.5); once they have invested in an SD card,
they just need to pay for the content. This is a massive difference of expendi-
ture compared to both movie theatres that sell tickets for roughly Rs. 300
and internet data on cellphones that give you 1GB of data per day for Rs.
500.[4] The ability to access the content you want, anywhere, irrespective of
data or signal availability is not just a hallmark of jugaad but is also central to
acclimating mobile-viewing to the Indian condition. Thus, media piracy de-
stabilises the legitimate market of cellphones and also the official circuits of
film distribution. This pirate sphere is rarely a part of any census or official
statistics, and yet it is a significant arbiter of popular visual culture in India.
If one end of the spectrum of cellphones as a significant force in the con-
sumption of popular cinema is occupied by its economic affordances, the
other is occupied by concerns for picture quality and by extension, the qual-
ity of the film viewing experience. In the following sections, I will examine
screen size and mobility as two key factors that are unique to cellphones as

screens to watch films on.

Small screens: Scale, quality, proximity

The Hindi film industry is still overwhelmingly dedicated to using 35mm
film stock, as almost no major production house or director has adopted dig-
ital photography. The primary reason for this is linked to the perception of
digital photography as relatively flat and therefore compromising the look
of the star on the screen.[5] The quality of the filmic image stored on an SD
card and viewed on the cellphone screen is often several generations re-
moved from its 35mm depth and resolution, since it would be a copy of a
copy at best. Attrition of image quality is in some ways a prerequisite of mo-
bility, because the cellphone screen is most compatible with the film as a light
file (in terms of size — MBs, GBs), since heavier files have more trouble
streaming or can slow the phone down by using large percentages of its
memory. That is to say, the film can only achieve mobility if the file is light
enough, which is arguably the reason clips, songs, or other fragments of a

film are more popular for watching on the mobile screen.

220 VOL 7 (1), 2018



BREAKING BOLLYWOOD: MOVING PICTURES ON MOBILE SCREENS

More significant here is the miniaturisation of the image; when the image
is reduced in scale to fit the aspect ratio of the cellphone screen, there is a
breakdown of its spectacle that was originally manufactured for a fifty-foot
screen, now being watched on a five-inch screen. The effect of this degree of
shrinking of the image can itself change the film in terms of what the viewer
is able to see on the screen, with the smaller details all but lost. However, I
would argue that in the consumption culture of pirated films on pirated
phones, this aesthetic loss does not matter, because the primary concern is
access, the ability to watch something on your cellphone. It is arguably more
important that the device, while being dynamic enough to screen films, is
also portable so that it allows you to take the film with you nearly anywhere.
With pirated media in particular, the victory lies in cheating the system by
either not paying anything to get access to a film, or paying a fraction of what
it would cost to watch it in the movie theatre. Embedded in piracy is also the
promise of nearly instant access in that you do not have to wait until the film
is aired on a television channel, or has a DVD release, or comes on services
like Netflix.

In ‘In Defense of the Poor Image’, Hito Steyerl astutely lays out a class-
system with respect to circulation and reception of the image. For Steyer],
the class division of images is based on picture quality — is the image sharp,

is it out of focus, is it high or low resolution. She says,

In the class society of images, cinema takes on the role of a flagship store. In flagship
stores high-end products are marketed in an upscale environment. More affordable
derivatives of the same images circulate as DVDs, on broadcast television or online,

as poor images. [6]

The proliferation of media piracy and all the forms it has taken over the years
— VHS recordings, VCDs, DVDs, torrents, YouTube, etc. — has trained sec-
tions of the public to either know how to get pirated copies of films, or at the
very least, to know where they can get it. This training or street knowledge
has adjusted expectations of pirated content, so there is a conscious under-
standing that if you are being able to watch a film released today or yesterday
on your phone, it has been surreptitiously recorded during a screening in the
theatre. In other words, most people will know to expect a poorer quality
image, yet, even while knowing that they are not going to get perfect resolu-
tion, viewers are enthusiastic about pirated films — because these films are in
formats light enough to be accessible through their phones while they are
commuting or at their jobs, or in bed. What the film on the phone loses in
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picture quality, it gains in terms of access.[7] Insisting upon one ideal way to
watch films becomes inadequate as a framework to understand the syntax of
cinephilia that is nearly always emergent.

The depreciation of quality and aesthetic clarity is accompanied by a de-
preciation of value. On the one hand, there is the more obvious kind of value
in monetary terms, and pirated media for cellphones is likely to cost less. On
the other hand, however, is a more complex idea of value, occupied with the
film as an artefact. The sheer mundanity of piracy today has meant that even
the ‘cult value’ that Steyerl ascribes to the poor image has diluted.[8] Charles
R. Acland submits that the diminishment of value is a symptom of the infor-
mality that characterises the mobile media era.[9] It is endlessly reproducible
and can therefore have thousands of copies that are available everywhere
nearly instantly and at an extremely low cost if not free. The miniaturisation
of the image is therefore seen as a step towards the film becoming unremark-
able. Instead of being an object with a history and a future, the film becomes
‘crude ephemera’ that is disposable like newspapers or brochures.[10] To be
sure, ‘crude ephemera’ is not a reference to the quality or value of the content
or information that any of these media have (or have had in the past), but
rather a gesture towards how mundane and unexceptional it becomes. For
instance, the spatial context of the movie theatre generates fanfare for every
film, it makes going to the movies a singular event; however, by the time that
film reaches the mobile phone, often through pirated means, not only has it
lost its sheen quite literally, but it has become a file or a link that can be dis-
carded without a thought. This does not mean that it is not wanted anymore,
but rather, that it is endlessly available, perhaps precisely because it is wanted
by a large number of people.

An integral part of this on-going depreciation of the aesthetic and mone-
tary value of the film object is the possibility of viewers/users manipulating
the wholeness of the film, wherein not only does the film lose its picture and
sound quality but it also breaks down into parts like songs, significant dia-
logues, signature gestures by the stars, action scenes, scenes of intimacy, etc.
The fragments that it breaks into however may be consumed for themselves,
beyond the reception context of the film, but they do remain connected with
the film in some capacity. Francesco Casetti and Sara Sampietro have fa-
mously referred to this resulting in ‘pill-sized doses’ of cinematic content,
that leads to cinema ‘un-cinematizing’ itself.[11] To a great extent, un-cine-
matizing is akin to becoming unremarkable - the scale and grandeur that is
ascribed to the film when it is on an IMAX screen or even a regular movie
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theatre screen is undoubtedly altered when it is shrunk more than a 150x. As
that image made for the big screen is adjusted for a 5.5 inch screen, it certainly
becomes less grand, but is it in fact un-cinematized? The answer to that lies
in the determination of what can be considered cinematic. I would argue that
the scope of that definition needs to undergo alterations to encompass these

newer forms and scales of accessing cinema.

The experience(s) of cinema: Screens, mobility, distraction

Other than the size of the screen and the picture quality, what distinguishes
mobile phones as screens to watch films on from older media like the movie
theatre, the television, and even the computer, is of course its mobility, and
the capacity to offer entertainment on-the-go and on demand. A screen that
moves with the spectator indicates a fundamental shift in the configuration
of the viewer and the screen, wherein the screen was always fixed. It may
seem naive to ask, why do we need the screen to move, or what do we gain
from the screen moving with us? In the first instance, the answer is obvious,
because then you can take the film with you and watch it anytime. However,
what that in turn means is that one can watch a film while doing something
else as well. Gerard Goggin points out that content on cellphones is one part
of the fabric of quotidian life, wherein it interweaves with ‘the rhythms, rou-
tines, requirements and pleasures of everyday life’.[12] As much as this is
reminiscent of both the promise and critique of television, particularly with
reference to how it would affect film watching, the cellphone is much more
intertwined, not just with other activities of everyday life, but also with other
media activity and more specifically media activity on the phone.

For Juan M. Aguado and Inmaculada J. Martinez this is a turning point
from a ‘watching oriented logic’ to a ‘doing oriented logic’[13] which is a re-
flection on the kinds of acts or activities involved in watching on a device that
is made for multitasking. Aguado and Martinez frame the doing-oriented
logic in terms of what the mobile device itself allows one to do while watching
content — using other apps to play, read, or browse the internet. I would argue
that the doing-oriented logic also extends beyond the device encompassing
the analog and the physical world as well. Perhaps the evidence that under-
scores the ‘watching as doing’ while the viewer is on the move is that mobile
phones are now the most dominant devices that are used to pass time. On-

the-go access theoretically allows viewers to watch films on their phones
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while out of their houses and in spaces not designated as theatres. Bus-stops,
stations, trains, public parks, restaurants, and coffee shops all become open
and conducive to watching film content on individual screens. Jussi Parikka
and Jaakko Suominen argued over ten years ago that one of the most preva-
lent uses of mobile media technology has been ‘fulfilling the uncomfortable
or dull moments for individuals using public transport’.[14] Commuting
within the city or even longer travel is one of the points at which using mobile
phones to kill time potentially replaces reading, which has been the mainstay
of content consumed while travelling. Like the book that allowed the reader
to tune out the rest of the world and concentrate on one thing, the mobile
screen affords viewers a personal screen that they can retreat into. Nanna
Verhoeff speaks of mobile screens as a protective barrier between the viewer
who is looking into the screen and his surroundings. She says, ‘screens can
shield the spectatorfrom the vulnerability of visual engagement or liberate
from the confines of a particular situation’.[15] The shield however is not an
absolute protector, because being in a social space the viewer is not relieved
from performing or being observed even while not actively engaging in con-
versation with those around him. The train or bus is thus a public space like
the movie theatre, but its viewing conditions are decidedly different with
more light and more permissible social interaction. If, as Charles Acland ar-
gues, conditions of viewing structure the correspondence between people
and screens,[16] does that also mean that viewing conditions impact what
people are watching on those screens? What this suggests is that the mobility
of the screen also impacts the relationship that mobile screens engender be-
tween the viewer and the film content they are watching.

Casetti and Sampietro have argued that the seemingly safe, personal bub-
ble created by the mobile phone is engendered from the physical relation-
ship between the user and device, more than between the user and the con-
tent.[17] This is a significant shift, because, as they argue further, one of the
biggest achievements of the iPhone as a screen is that it gives viewers unprec-
edented autonomy — an opportunity to curate their consumption practices.
While the VHS was the first step in viewers having control by being able to
pause, forward, and rewind the film and watch the bits they liked over and
over again, while ignoring the rest, the degree of customisation or personal-
isation the cellphone allows is altogether different. I would add that the rela-
tionship with the device is also impacted by physical proximity, and the in-
creased involvement with the device is a significant part of the genealogy of
the screen; from the movie theatre, where you can be a hundred feet away
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from the screen, to the television, where you interact with the apparatus to
switch it on and off, and to change channels, but ultimately have to sit back,
to the computer, where you are not just very close to the screen, but likely
also using the device for other purposes, to the mobile phone. The constant
physical proximity and contact with the cellphone is symbolised by the faded
crease marks on men’s jeans pockets where they habitually keep their cell-
phones.

Watching videos on their phones, viewers go from one to the next to the
next, often not watching any until the end, thus fracturing the narrative of
each film, and possibly even abandoning it. While this fragmentation may be
a condition of capitalism, it is nevertheless indicative of a shift in the Aristo-
telian formula of textual pleasure in the perfect assembly of a plot that has a
clear beginning, middle, and end; the spectator has discovered satisfaction in
watching fragments of a film, or even in watching a film in short spurts. It is
important to clarify that cherry-picking preferred parts of a film and watch-
ing fragments of a film does not suggest that the viewers do not engage with
the content, or that they have no agency, or that this kind of narrative frac-
turing and fragmented viewing practice leads to the film becoming a video
rather than a film. Instead, there is a shift in the singular hold the film theo-
retically and traditionally had, because within the framework of multitasking
as offered by cellphones, the film could be one of several things a viewer/user
is doing - it could well be the primary activity the viewer is engaged in, or it
could be running in the background.

The fragmentation that comes with the film running in the background
while the viewer is doing something else, or watching just one part of it over
and over again, is not new, and has been possible since the arrival of VHS.
What is relatively new is the fragment being watched for itself, independent
of the narrative of the film, outside any stable location that is dedicated to
viewing activity, like the theatre or the home. Further, it is crucial to note
how much film viewing as an activity changes, or can change; if film viewing
is one of many things a user is doing on their cellphone, then it is more than
likely that the film would be experienced primarily as audio, because the
screen would be occupied by the other task. Even though doing household
chores, or homework, or even having a meal while watching a film on a tele-
vision set has been common practice, the mobility of the cellphone can lend
a degree of continuity in watching the film even while physically moving
across spaces. There is, however, a crucial tension between continuity and
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rupture here, which is not unlike the principle of continuity in the filmmak-
ing process, wherein continuity works alongside the cut — it becomes neces-
sary to think of creating the illusion of continuity precisely because of the cut
between two shots. What this means in terms of mobile viewing is that watch-
ing film content on the move changes the dynamic between the film and the
viewer, not just in terms of a fixed versus a viewer in motion, but also in that
in this equation, mobility takes precedence over the singularity of the expe-
rience of watching a film, because once the viewer reaches their destination
they will likely pause, if not abandon, the viewing experience. In other words,
itis the duration of the journey that determines the length of that experience,
not the duration of the film. The attempt to pick up the narrative where they
left it is a kind of splicing of the narrative and the experience, by covering up
or ignoring the physicality of the cut.

The nature of the fracture of experience, and the degree to which frac-
tured viewing experiences have been normalised, are pivotal to understand
the complex negotiations between fragmentation and continuity. The tran-
sience of streaming is all too evident with its dependence on the steadiness
of the signal; in the developing world in particular, signal strength and steady
availability regularly experiences fluctuation, interruptions, and failure. Fur-
ther, there is a lack of control on the availability of content since it can be
removed by the platform, service provider, or the uploader at any time. The-
oretically, downloading content and storing it for offline usage is meant to
lend notwithstanding its own inexplicable corruptions and failures. The sug-
gestion here is that with movies on an SD card, or those copied and saved on
the phone’s own hard drive, the viewer can watch the film on the go, irre-
spective of signal availability and strength — there is thus the possibility of a
continuous experience, insofar as it will not be interrupted by signal fluctua-
tion. However, even those who watch films stored offline, watch in short
spells, and are as prone to abandoning content at any point. The question
therefore, is not if the SD card can lend continuity (in its traditional sense) to
the film-watching experience, because the answer is an obvious yes; rather
the question is, does it need to? I would suggest again the cellphone has in-
troduced a kind of cinephilia that willingly takes to fragmented and incom-
plete ways of watching a film, accepting in its fold the spliced iteration of
continuation. The increasing normalisation and acceptance of this form of
continuity in watching a film gestures towards a need to reconfigure what
constitutes the filmic event or the experience of watching a film. Addressing
this change with suspicion and rejection, and fetishising the imagined purity
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of the movie theatre is one of the oldest templates of responding to techno-
logical changes; engendered by the grip of nostalgia, obscuring the epistemic
shift in visual culture, wherein it is not just reception that is changing, but also
the figurations of production, exhibition, and cinematic performance.

The multitasking made possible by cellphones is often their strongest sell-
ing point, however, the kind of multitasking it enables also has strong detrac-
tors. The same set of activities that some refer to as multitasking is termed
distraction by others. Conscious multitasking is a kind of distraction that the
viewer-user enters into willingly. The other kind of distraction emerges as a
natural result of the structure and functioning of the cellphone. Elizabeth Ev-
ans attributes increased distraction while watching something on the cell-
phone (compared with watching television, the other kind of viewing that
receives the charge of being distracted) to the size of the screen, because of
all the unconnected activity that goes on around the person who is watching
something on their phone screen. Evans suggests “The small screen means
that a large portion of the viewer’s field of vision is taken up by their sur-
roundings, not the content they want to be focusing on.’[18] All these distrac-
tions in the visual (and indeed sonic) field, Evans suggests, make immersion
into the content nearly impossible.[19] While this is physically and techni-
cally accurate, evident in this statement is a disciplining impulse indicating
in no uncertain terms that immersion is the ideal way to watch a film. Addi-
tionally, since the conditions of viewing, the ready and consistent availability
of data, the overwhelming distractions, do not allow the viewer an adequate
degree of immersion, it is impossible to watch an entire film the way it should
be watched.

An absolutely attentive audience that is immersed in the narrative that is
on the big screen in a darkened theatre has been the elusive ideal that is prop-
agated by filmmakers, actors, and cinephiles, and by the first wave of film
theorists. Jean Louis Baudry’s famous ‘Le Dispositif’ (1975-76) theorised the
darkness of the movie theatre, postulating that the set-up of the darkened
movie theatre works to ‘envelop’ the spectator by the images being projected
on the screen, forcing him into a state of immobility. At the heart of Baudry’s
argument is the notion that the spectator’s ‘identification’ with the images
that envelop him is so overwhelming that ‘the separation between one’s own
body and the exterior world is not well defined’.[20] Perfect lighting condi-
tions and pristine picture quality are determining factors in the degree of
immersion, since they create the ideal conditions for masking over the fic-
tion of the film to make way for identifying with the images on screen. The
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absolute nature of this argument has since been challenged even in the con-
text of watching films in the movie theatre by scholars who have warned
against overdetermination of the apparatus, bringing forth the problems in
positioning it as a politically and culturally neutral device.[21]

Before the cellphone, television — and movies on television in particular
— was on the receiving end of denunciation due to its situation in the dis-
tracted and distracting setting of living rooms. Even in India, where popular
cinema was publicly derided, television was considered to be even lower in
the hierarchy; cultural critic Amita Malik sneeringly remarked that movies
on television can, at best, be ‘a very poor relation of Bombay cinema’.[22]
The recurring anxiety and condemnation of distracted viewing is ultimately
evidence of the lasting impact of Apparatus Theory whereby only the dark-
ened movie theatre with its perception of absolute attention can be said to
have ideal viewing conditions that allow the viewer to get immersed into the
world of the film. The scale of the IMAX screen, and the developments in
multi-dimensional modes of watching films in movie theatres, clearly indi-
cate that immersion is still being sold as a better way to watch films. I would
argue however, that it is precisely these developments that signal the inher-
ent instability of immersion as a quality determined by market forces, be-
cause with each technological advance immersion becomes harder to achieve.
In other words, the very existence of the IMAX screen underscores the pov-
erty of the regular cinemascope screen, particularly in terms of the kind and
degree of immersion it can offer. Similarly, theatres offering 4DX screening
technology wherein the movement on screen is simulated experientially with
motion chairs, scents, drops of water, et cetera advertise their enhanced abil-
ity to pull the spectator into the movie.[28] What this means is that techno-
logical advancement has not abandoned the pursuit of immersion into the
filmic image, but at the same time, there is a proliferation of all manner of
cellphones as viewing devices that undercut the theoretical need and pre-
scribed degree of immersion — and most viewers still embrace them as view-
ing devices.

Assessing viewing activity on the cellphone via the theoretical framework
of Apparatus Theory is misguided and deeply ironic because multi-tasking
and distraction are not accidental by-products of watching film content on a
cellphone; instead, the interface of applications and websites that offer this
content is designed from its very origin to give the user multiple suggestions
for what to watch next, what to read in connection to what you are watching,
what you can buy that is ever so tangentially related to the content on screen.
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The simplest explanation for this is of course that the interface of every app
and website is ultimately designed as a product to make a profit, because
while we may have unprecedented access to film content, information, and
goods, we are still firmly embedded in the networks of capitalism. While that
is true, it may be productive to think about how this shapes practices of con-
suming popular culture. The numerous options available to us while watch-
ing one video not only offer other products, but also fragments of multiple
narrative contexts. My intention here is not to debate degrees of immersion
or ideal film viewing practices, it is instead to deliberate on the visual culture
that has emerged as a result of watching film content on mobile phones. The
question is then, is immersion still a quality that films aspire to? I would argue
that the film changes in ways that make it more amenable to the viewing
conditions of mobile phones, such that immersion in the classical sense loses
its ideological stronghold and seems nearly extraneous. Fragmentation of the
film text is central to this alteration and to diluting the need or even the pos-
sibility of immersion. If we are to imagine the film in its entirety being a sta-
ble object, then it is precisely this stability that has to be shattered for the film
to become something that is more suitable for the mobile phone.

Conclusion: Once upon a film

Nearly all major production houses in the Hindi film industry are willing to
adapt their film product in order to develop aspects of it that can only be
consumed on a cellphone. There are of course social media tie-ups that work
as promotional activity for a film, especially early in its run in the movie the-
atre; what is more significant however, is the opening up of a film text to pull
parts of it and adapt them to suit cellphone usage. For instance, big budget
films, particularly those with a major star (usually male), have started tying
up with gaming companies like 99Games, Hungama Digital Media, and
Gameshastra, to develop mobile games based on characters and plotlines of
the film. This aspect of the Hindi film industry’s alliance with the world of
cellphones started gaining attention with mobile gaming apps for films like
Dhoom:3 (Acharya, 2013) and Krrish 8 (Roshan, 2018). The Dhoom: 3 game is a
convenient amalgamation of animation based on visuals from the film and
the basic principle behind the Temple Run game series. Another mobile
game called Being SalMan is constructed around characters and plot-lines

from three films starring Salman Khan. The player has the option to pick one
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out of three Salman Khan films —Dabangg (Kashyap, 2010), Ek Tha Tiger
(Khan, 2012), and Sultan (Zafar, 2016); the player takes the position of the pro-
tagonist (played by Khan in each of the movies), and like the protagonist, the
aim is to protect the city, the lady, the country from whatever threat they
face; players get outfits, weapons, and ammunition like the character in the
film. The most surprising example of a film text being deconstructed to pick
it for parts is the Android game Sholay: Bullets of Justice, based on one of
Hindi cinema’s most iconic films, Sholay, which was made in 1975. When the
game was still being developed, Neeraj Roy of Hungama Digital Media said
the game will take sequences from Sholay and give the film ‘a whole new cre-
ative spin’.[24] Though Sholay is essentially a melodrama, the game develop-
ers took the fundamental mise-en-scene of the most action-oriented scenes
from the movie and constructed the game around that. One of the landscapes
that the game offers is based on the fight sequence on a train, which intro-
duces the two protagonists. The visual design of the game has clearly been
done with attention to the cinematic details from the film, and this level of
the game is situated entirely on the train. However, other than the visual am-
bience, the setting of the train, and the two characters, the game does not
retain any aspect of that sequence; in other words, the game developers
picked a few elements from the film and fused it with the familiar design and
tasks of games like Super Mario. The relationship between the game and the
film is delicately complex, because the same game could technically be situ-
ated in any other landscape with any other characters, but what makes this
game worthy of attention is that it is based on a legendary film. While this
kind of adaptation is sure to have to its critics who would decry the desecra-
tion of an icon, ultimately, it is the fragments of Sholay that attract people to
this game, but it is the ‘creative spin’, or the deft adaptation of those elements
for the game, that would make the game worth playing.

At this point in the genealogy of film screens, the cellphone is the last
stage on what Casetti and Sampietro refer to as the ‘two-phase journey’, ac-
cording to which a film needs to have an ‘intermediate’ stop on a television
screen or a computer screen before ‘securely landing’ on the mobile phone
screen.[25] At stake in their argument is an adaptation — or relocation as they
refer to it — not just of screen size, but relatedly of the expectations of what
the changed experience will be like. When films were first shown on televi-
sion, the comparison with the movie theatre was legitimate. Film content on
mobile phones is more in competition with its closer predecessor — the desk-
top or laptop, because those also offer the possibility of multitasking. This is
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a visual culture that plays offense with respect to the distractions that come
with it; instead of shame because of its poor quality and distracted experience,
it celebrates these features and presents them as its strength. Thus, even while
Hindi film content, made for more traditional screens, dominates consump-
tion on the mobile phone, these are not just additional screens, they consti-
tute an entirely new medium, which, as John Kelly says, needs to be consid-
ered for their own properties and potential.[26] It is absolutely essential to
underscore that these screens have not and will not in the near future replace
all of the existing screens, but will instead coexist, offering multiple viewing

possibilities.
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