
By Shekhar Deshpande

T
he release of a Bollywood mega-
flick has become a public specta-
cle. The publicity machine spins 
into high gear with innovative 

promotion techniques to lure theatergo-
ers. The appetite to engage the already 
committed overseas Indians is intense, 
as is the hunger to draw in newer audi-
ences, broadening the reach of Bolly-
wood’s fame and purse. 

Kites surpassed all records in film 
marketing. The movie was released in 
two versions, creating a spectacle in 
its own right. There was the main fea-
ture film, Kites, released on May 21, and 
Kites: The Remix released a week later. 

The remix is directed by Brett Ratner, 
the prolific Hollywood wonder-child who 
brought us the enduringly successful 
Rush Hour (1998, 2001, and 2007) and X-
Men, the Last Stand (2006). Reliance Big 
Pictures engaged Ratner to re-present 
Kites to American and world audiences. 

Ratner decided that things had to be 
“tweaked” to make the film palatable 
to non-Bolly wood audiences. He re-
edited the film, changed the pace, and 
eliminated and added new soundtracks, 
all the while retaining the original sto-
ry-line. The film producers banked on 
Ratner’s magic to enhance the film’s 
and Hrithik Roshan’s appeal beyond 
Bollywood. 

It turns out, that both versions of the 
films bombed at the box office. In the 
U.S, the original version of Kites grossed 
just $1.6 million, while Kites: The Remix 
grossed a miserly $41,783. 

Clearly the remix did not galvanize 
audiences in this country or abroad and 
the massive publicity effort proved di-
sastrous. Indeed, it may well have been 
counterproductive.

The idea that national cinema can-
not be translated into a broader idiom 
for viewers around the world is mis-
placed. What makes cinema unique in 
each country, in every aesthetic and sty-
listic realm, is precisely its distinctive-
ness in the broader marketplace of cine-
mas. Cinema thrives in all corners of the 
globe, churning out nearly 3,000 films 
annually in diverse styles and narratives.

Something has changed in the way 
this country sees Bolly wood. It was 
rare to watch current releases of Bol-
lywood films in multiplexes near your 
local malls, but Kites and then Raavan, 
both from Reliance Big Pictures, broke 
through into mainstream theatres. That 
is something to celebrate. Chinese, Ko-
rean, or French film rarely spin out of 
the art-house circuits. Bollywood is be-
ginning to cast its eyes beyond overseas 
Indians. 

However, there is a degree of pre-
sumptuousness in remixing Kites for 
American audiences. The very project 
of remaking a Bollywood feature, elimi-
nating Hrithik Roshan’s dance sequenc-
es and transforming the movie into a 
formulaic love story, is preposterous. It 
is an exercise that YouTube thrives on, 
but to remould national cinema into 
some kind of universal or Hollywood 
format assumes that there is something 
inherently wrong in the aesthetic of Bol-
lywood and something unique about 
the way Hollywood attracts viewers. 
This misreads Bollywood and its audi-
ences and it also presumes that some 
kind of secret golden formula exists in 

making a given film successful in this 
country. There isn’t. 

Kites and Kites: The Remix were am-
bitious exercises in film marketing. The 
hype and the effort were unprecedent-
ed. The release of two different versions 
within a week of each other, often in the 
same markets, was experimentally curi-
ous and turned out to be ill advised. It 
was touted as “an unprecedented strat-
egy that will present an alternative to 
fans who want to see more — and less 
— of the film at the same time.” 

Reliance’s next major release Raa-
van likewise f lopped and is screening 
to virtually empty theaters both in India 
and abroad. The marketing honchos of 
Raavan wrongly calculated that viewers 
were gullible enough to be seduced by 
their glitzy blitzkrieg of publicity with 
glamorous pictures of Aishwarya Rai 
and Abhishek Bachchan. This might 
have boosted first week revenues, as in 
fact happened with Kites and Raavan, 
but it didn’t fuel a long-term drive. 

Reliance also seems to have misread 
the success of Slumdog Millionaire. De-
spite its deceptive postures, Slumdog 
was not a Bollywood film. Its sensibili-
ties were very much those of Hollywood 
blockbusters with content that was fo-
cused in the Indian context. 

Reaching an audience is an art form. 
It involves cultivating them over time. 
Massive efforts and subsequent fail-
ures only tell us that the higher you go, 
the harder you fall. If Reliance plans to 
push large budget productions onto the 
American market, it should gamble on 
films targeted at that audience, as op-
posed to rehashing an existing product 
with another sensibility.  

Surely, there are enough lessons in 
history on the failed attempts to make 
the world in your image. 
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