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To Pishimoni


‘Yehi woh jagah hai, yehi woh fizayein, yehi par kabhi aap humse miley thay…’

– From Brij’s Yeh Raat Phir Na Aayegi (written by S.H. Bihari)
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Watson’s Hotel

Bombay, 1896

‘India did not wait for morning, it began at the hotel — straight away. The lobbies and halls were full of turbaned, and fez’d, and embroidered, cap’d, and barefooted, and cotton-clad dark natives…in the dining-room every man’s own private native servant standing behind his chair, and dressed for a part in the Arabian Nights,’ wrote Mark Twain on his visit to Bombay (now Mumbai) in January 1896, while ‘Following the Equator’ – the title of his resultant book. The hotel he was referring to was Watson’s Hotel, then Bombay’s finest hospitality establishment, and his sense of wonder is palpable in his writing. He came to Watson’s six months before it became the exact location where India’s cinematic journey started.

The first exhibition of cinema happened in Paris – on 28 December 1895 – by the Lumière brothers, where 10 short films were screened in a hall called Salon Indien. Less than seven months later, cinema had arrived at Bombay, India – Watson’s Hotel, to be precise – to show the moving pictures, organized by Marius Sestier (an agent of the Lumière Brothers). Bombay’s leading newspapers, The Times of India and Bombay Gazette, carried ads for the spectacle – ‘The marvel of the century… the wonder of the world… Living photographic pictures in life-size reproductions’ – on the morning of the show, 7 July 1896. Six films, each about a minute long, were shown and Bombay’s well-heeled watched it for the princely sum of Re. 1 per ticket. Shows ran for three more days at Watson’s before shifting to a much larger venue, the 1,400-seater Novelty Theatre, at tickets ranging from eight annas (half a rupee) to ₹2. While the exact numbers of people in attendance are not available, articles describing the experience appeared in all kinds of newspapers – English, Gujarati and Marathi. The cinema bug had truly bitten the Indian population, and shows soon spread all over the country, in cities like Calcutta (now Kolkata) and Madras (now Chennai). Novelty Theatre continued to regularly run cinema shows after this.

The first venue for cinema in India – Watson’s Hotel – had more to its name beyond introducing the Indian populace to cinema. It was constructed entirely of cast-iron, the frames were made in England, shipped to India and assembled here. A much-admired piece of architecture, it was an ‘Europeans Only’ hotel, and an urban legend goes that Jamsetji Tata was refused entry into Watson’s. That’s when he decided to build a grander hotel (the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, as we know it now) in response. While this is probably not true, the emergence of the new hotel, along with owner John Watson’s death, rubbed away its sheen. By 1920, it was no longer a hotel, and right now, it is a rather precarious structure – called Esplanade Mansion – housing small offices and cubicles. The place which introduced India to cinema is now on its last legs.
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