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Abstract— Indian cinema has evolved from its late
nineteenth-century origins into a globally influential cultural
industry, marked by technological advancement and narrative
diversity. This study examines its historical growth and
international recognition through a comparative analysis of
two contemporary films: RRR by S. S. Rajamouli and All We
Imagine as Light by Payal Kapadia. Representing two
contrasting cinematic traditions, RRR exemplifies mainstream
commercial cinema with its grand spectacle, nationalist
themes, and global appeal, while All We Imagine as Light
reflects parallel, art-house filmmaking through its subtle
exploration of urban alienation, gender, and migration. By
juxtaposing these films, the paper highlights the coexistence of
entertainment-driven and realist narratives within Indian
cinema. It argues that this duality enhances its global
relevance, demonstrating how the blending of local stories
with universal themes and varied storytelling styles has
contributed to the expanding influence of Indian cinema
worldwide.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Indian cinema, one of the largest and most diverse film
industries in the world, occupies a significant place in
global cultural production. Producing films in multiple
languages and genres, it reflects the complex social,
cultural, and linguistic fabric of the nation. Its origins can
be traced back to the late nineteenth century, beginning
with the exhibition of motion pictures by the Lumiére
Brothers in India in 1896 (Gokulsing & Dissanayake,
2013). This historic moment marked the introduction of
cinematic technology to Indian audiences and laid the
foundation for a rapidly evolving visual culture. The
emergence of indigenous filmmaking soon followed, most
notably with Raja Harishchandra (1913), directed by
Dadasaheb Phalke, which is widely regarded as the first
full-length Indian feature film (Rajadhyaksha & Willemen,

1999).
Since its inception, Indian cinema has undergone
continuous transformation, adapting to technological

innovations such as sound, color, and digital effects, while
also responding to changing socio-political contexts.
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The transition from silent films to talkies in the 1930s,
followed by the emergence of regional cinemas and the
establishment of a studio system, significantly contributed
to its expansion. The post-independence period,
particularly the 1950s and 1960s, witnessed the rise of
internationally acclaimed filmmakers who brought global
attention to Indian cinema through socially conscious
narratives and distinctive aesthetic styles.

In the contemporary era, Indian cinema has further
diversified, encompassing both large-scale commercial
productions and independent, art-house films. Its global
visibility has been enhanced by the Indian diaspora,
international film festivals, and digital streaming platforms,
which have enabled wider accessibility and cross-cultural
engagement (Athique, 2012). As a result, Indian cinema
today functions not only as a form of mass entertainment
but also as a powerful medium of cultural expression and
global dialogue.

This study situates itself within this broader historical
and cultural framework, examining how contemporary
films negotiate the balance between popular appeal and
artistic depth while contributing to the international
recognition of Indian cinema.

II. HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF INDIAN CINEMA
1.Silent Era and Early Developments

The silent era marks the foundational phase of Indian
cinema, characterized by films based on mythological and
historical narratives derived from traditional epics such as
the Mahabharata and Ramayana (Rajadhyaksha &
Willemen, 1999). Filmmakers during this period relied
heavily on visual storytelling, exaggerated expressions, and
theatrical conventions due to the absence of synchronized
sound. This era established the narrative and aesthetic base
for Indian cinema, emphasizing morality, spirituality, and
cultural identity.

2 Advent of Talkies

A major turning point in Indian cinema occurred with
the release of Alam Ara in 1931, the first Indian sound film
(Gokulsing & Dissanayake, 2013).
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The introduction of sound revolutionized filmmaking by
incorporating dialogue, music, and songs as essential
components of narrative structure. This innovation not only
enhanced audience engagement but also led to the
emergence of the song-and-dance format that became a
defining feature of Indian cinema. Consequently, cinema
became more accessible and commercially viable, paving
the way for rapid industrial growth.

3 Golden Age (1950s—1960s)

The period following Indian independence is widely
regarded as the Golden Age of Indian cinema. This era
witnessed the emergence of internationally acclaimed
filmmakers such as Satyajit Ray, whose works brought
global recognition to Indian films (Seton, 1971).
Filmmakers during this time explored socially relevant
themes including poverty, inequality, and human
relationships, combining artistic innovation with realism.
The films produced in this period are noted for their
narrative depth, aesthetic sophistication, and enduring
cultural impact.

III. INDIAN CINEMA IN THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

Indian cinema’s global expansion has been significantly
facilitated by the Indian diaspora, which has played a
crucial role in introducing and popularizing Indian films
across different parts of the world (Athique, 2012). Migrant
communities have not only sustained the demand for Indian
films abroad but have also contributed to the formation of
transnational audiences who engage with cinema as a
means of cultural connection and identity preservation. In
addition to diaspora networks, international film festivals
have served as important platforms for showcasing Indian
films, enabling them to reach wider and more diverse
audiences.

The industry’s distinctive blend of music, dance, drama,
and narrative storytelling has contributed to its global
appeal, differentiating it from other cinematic traditions.
This hybrid form, rooted in indigenous performance
practices yet adaptable to modern cinematic techniques, has
attracted audiences beyond linguistic and cultural
boundaries. Furthermore, globalization and advancements
in digital technology have enhanced the accessibility of
Indian films through streaming platforms and international
distribution channels, thereby expanding their reach.

Contemporary Indian films increasingly engage with
universal themes such as identity, migration, gender, and
social inequality, which resonate with global audiences.
This thematic shift, combined with improved production
quality and innovative storytelling, has strengthened the
cross-cultural appeal of Indian cinema.
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As a result, Indian cinema today functions not only as a
national cultural product but also as a significant
contributor to global film culture, reflecting the dynamics
of transnational exchange and cultural hybridity.

IV. A STUDY OF R.R.R.: FICTIONALIZED HISTORY AND
CINEMATIC SPECTACLE

R.R.R. (Rise, Roar, Revolt, 2022) is a Telugu-language
epic directed by S.S. Rajamouli, which blends historical
figures with fictionalized narrative to create a grand
spectacle of Indian cinema. The film reimagines the lives
of two revolutionary figures, Alluri Sitarama Raju and
Komaram Bheem, placing them together in 1920 Delhi,
despite their real-life timelines never overlapping.

In the narrative, Bheem seeks to rescue Malli, a talented
Gondi girl, from the antagonistic British Governor Scott
Buxton and his wife Catherine, while Raju infiltrates the
Indian Imperial Police to secure weapons for his village’s
rebellion. Their paths intersect when they jointly save a boy
from a train accident, forming a reluctant friendship that
later evolves into a united front against colonial forces. The
film combines high-octane action, elaborate fight
choreography, musical sequences, and emotional drama,
embodying the hallmark traits of Tollywood cinema.

While R.R.R. takes significant creative liberties—
overemphasizing heroism, exaggerating violence, and
presenting cartoonish depictions of colonial antagonists—it
succeeds in popularizing the anti-colonial struggles of
India’s revolutionary figures for global audiences. It also
received unprecedented international recognition, including
an Academy Award for Best Original Song (“Naatu
Naatu”), multiple Golden Globe nominations, and critical
praise from Western media.

From an academic perspective, R.R.R. offers a platform
to explore the intersection of historical memory and
cinematic fiction. Its dramatization of anti-colonial
narratives, mythic heroism, and nationalistic themes can be
examined in relation to other historical epics worldwide,
such as The Last Samurai, to discuss the balance between
entertainment and historical accuracy. In sum, R.R.R.
exemplifies the global reach and transformative potential of
contemporary Indian cinema.

A Study of “All We Imagine as Light: Poetic Realism and
Urban Intimacy”

All We Imagine as Light (2023), directed by Payal
Kapadia, is a Hindi-Malayalam narrative that explores the
emotional landscapes of three women navigating life in
contemporary Mumbai.
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The film interweaves the stories of Prabha, Anu, and
Parvaty, whose experiences reveal themes of loneliness,
impermanence, and resilience in an urban, transitory
environment.

Prabha, a nurse with an abandoned arranged marriage,
copes with isolation while forming gentle connections with
colleagues and Dr. Manoj. Anu, her young roommate,
explores love and freedom in secret, navigating social
expectations and interfaith constraints. Parvaty, an elderly
cook facing eviction, seeks stability amidst the upheaval of
urban development. Kapadia’s narrative foregrounds these
women’s interior lives, emphasizing emotional realism
over conventional plot structures

Cinematographer Ranabir Das enhances the film’s
lyrical quality through a sensitive treatment of light and
shadow, often portraying Mumbai’s nightscape as a space
of reflection, imagination, and intimate revelation.
Everyday objects—a rice cooker, train rides, billowing
laundry—become symbols of memory, loss, and human
connection. The film blends documentary-style
observational techniques with elements of magical realism,
particularly in moments where characters engage with
memory or imagined scenarios, blurring the boundaries
between reality and perception.

All We Imagine as Light has been widely recognized for
its artistry, winning the Grand Prix at the 77th Cannes Film
Festival and being featured at the Toronto International
Film Festival. Its focus on subtle human experiences
contrasts with mainstream spectacle films like R.R.R., yet
both demonstrate the global reach of contemporary Indian
cinema. Kapadia’s work exemplifies Indian cinema’s
capacity to tell culturally specific stories while addressing
universal themes, combining poetic realism with social
insight.

V. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF R.R.R. AND ALL WE
IMAGINE AS LIGHT

The comparison between R.R.R. and All We Imagine as

Light underscores the diversity and versatility of
contemporary Indian cinema. R.R.R. exemplifies
mainstream spectacle, combining high-budget action,

elaborate choreography, and musical sequences with
themes of nationalism and heroism, appealing to mass
audiences while celebrating India’s anti-colonial history. In
contrast, All We Imagine as Light emphasizes intimacy and
realism, focusing on the nuanced lives of three women
navigating urban challenges in Mumbai.
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Through subtle cinematography, poetic imagery, and
socially relevant themes, the film foregrounds emotional
depth and everyday struggles rather than spectacle.

This  duality illustrates how Indian cinema
simultaneously accommodates commercial blockbusters
and independent, artistic narratives, reflecting its historical
evolution and global relevance. While R.R.R. has achieved
international recognition through box-office success and
awards such as the Academy Award for Best Original
Song, All We Imagine as Light has garnered acclaim at
prestigious film festivals, including the Grand Prix at
Cannes. Together, these films demonstrate that Indian
cinema’s global impact is not limited to high-budget
spectacles but also extends to culturally specific, socially
conscious storytelling, highlighting the industry’s capacity
to balance entertainment with artistic expression (Ganti,
2012).

VI. CONCLUSION

Indian cinema has evolved into a multifaceted global
industry that balances entertainment and artistic
exploration. The analysis of RRR and All We Imagine as
Light demonstrates how contemporary filmmakers navigate
this balance.

While RRR exemplifies the global reach of mainstream
cinema through spectacle and technological innovation, A4//
We Imagine as Light highlights the continued relevance of
parallel cinema in addressing complex social realities.
Together, these films illustrate the dynamic and evolving
nature of Indian cinema, reinforcing its position in global
film discourse.
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