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In Bombay Hustle: Making Movies in a Colonial City, Debashree Mukherjee 
uses her contemporary experiences hustling as a “cine- worker” in the 
“cine- ecology” of early twenty- first- century Mumbai to enrich her ambitious 
history of a specific site of cinematic production: late colonial Bombay in the 
1930s and 1940s. Mukherjee mingles the personal anecdote with an archival 
approach to demonstrate how Bombay cinema during the period was both 
integrated within the bodies of its laborers (its cine- workers) and entangled 
in the localities, infrastructures, industries, politics, technologies, peoples, 
and environment of its production (its cine- ecology). In one memorable 
passage, Mukherjee describes her own experience trying to find the former 
location of the Bombay Talkies studio.1 Despite her research into its exact 
GPS coordinates, it is only thanks to a rickshaw driver’s local knowledge that 
she arrives at the spot where the studio once stood. Relinquishing control, 
Mukherjee embodies at once the fan, cine- worker, and scholar as she is taken 
on a surprising and unexpected tour that rewards both the uncertainty of 
waiting and the faith required to let the environment and its inhabitants 
speak for themselves.

While reading Bombay Hustle, I kept returning to this story as a meta-
phor for the reader’s experience of Mukherjee’s account of a bustling city 

1 Debashree Mukherjee, Bombay Hustle: Making Movies in a Colonial City (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2020), 16.
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transformed. The book focuses on the formation of Bombay’s studios during 
the transition to sound between 1929 and 1942. Yet the scope of the project 
encompasses the city’s industrial and social milieu at the turn of the twenti-
eth century and theorizes the lasting effects of the talkie period’s production 
protocols into the twenty- first century. Mukherjee demonstrates that the 
history of Bombay filmmaking is inseparable from the history of Bombay’s 
colonization, finance, and climate, as well as its particular social, gender, 
caste, and ethnic politics. Mukherjee argues that the history of late colonial 
Bombay filmmaking must be read within a web of large- scale and discrete 
social, ecological, and economic forces, that Bombay cinema is not merely 
the result of historical events happening alongside its development but an 
active interlocuter across informal connections to other industries, commu-
nities, and its precise locality. To study late Bombay cinema is to study the city 
and peoples of Bombay during a period of rapid industrial change, financial 
speculation, and social upheaval. Mukherjee showcases how film production’s 
workaday practices are often embodied and always embedded within a world 
outside the screen and studio gates— what Mukherjee calls “cine- ecology.”

Careful to distinguish this framework of cine- ecology from a different 
kind of framework (the Hollywood studio system), Mukherjee makes clear 
that cine- ecology is not simply the production structures or organizations 
of filmmaking (with their own internal rules and habits) but an organism 
that moves, breathes, lives, and is a part of the environment in which it is 
produced and consumed.2 In this she explains the book’s formidable frame-
work and most important contribution, “the city and its cine- ecology cannot 
be disentangled.”3 Mukherjee’s opening anecdote then mirrors the constant 
conversation taking place across the book between cine- workers and the 
cine- ecology in which they work and live. While made up of a diverse group 
of people and forces, the cine- ecology and cine- worker become organic 
entities and living characters that often take on anthropomorphic force in 
Mukherjee’s story. The cine- ecology as an immense energy expresses the 
hopes and anxieties of its collective cine- workers through its environmental 
networks and its wider networks of production, distribution, and reception, 
which are constantly coalescing and dispersing.4

Within these useful guiding frameworks of cine- worker and cine- ecology, 
the accounts excel in their particularities. Bombay Hustle also charts the rise 
and fall of distinct studios, stars, and productions, highlighting the impor-
tance of technologies and production crews and enriching the existent film 
scholarship on popular Hindi and Indian cinema. Making compelling use of 
multiple methodological approaches, theoretical discourses, and disciplinary 
traditions requires Mukherjee “to step into unexpected geographical ter-
rains and trespass against disciplinary boundaries.”5 The result is a complex 
and complementary blend of infrastructure studies, production studies, star 
studies, sound studies, fan studies, gender studies, and even the study of doc-

2 Mukherjee, 18.
3 Mukherjee, 288.
4 Mukherjee, 18.
5 Mukherjee, 318.
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uments and paperwork as media and material objects that charts surprising 
interconnections between social and production history.6 But the book’s goal 
is not simply to uncover untold production histories but to amplify what had 
been mere backing tracks in others’ work: the noise of Bombay’s monsoons 
and women’s voices on the radio and in dance halls, the hum of trains, and 
the bustle of its working neighborhoods.

Bombay Hustle positions its various accounts and recurring characters on 
a map of the city’s infrastructural and cultural histories. That is, Mukherjee 
layers contemporary insights about the city of Mumbai and its production 
culture over a “fragmented, multi- vocal archive” of documents, literary 
accounts, oral histories, and trade and popular press from late colonial Bom-
bay.7 This methodology privileges disparate ephemera, from a court room 
transcription to a medicinal advertisement or a film sequence, to show how 
all were fastened together in the cultural life of the day. Mukherjee pulls at 
a number of theoretical and conceptual threads across the book, bunching 
together the fabric of Bombay’s late colonial history and cinematic produc-
tions with personal anecdotes from her experiences working in the Mumbai 
film industry at the turn of the twenty- first century. Although this does leave 
a gap between the transition to sound and today, this technique nonetheless 
allows readers to feel just how interwoven the studios and the city have always 
been. These threads that run through the book include the embodied affects 
and material artifacts of cine- workers’ gendered identities and caste status as 
well as the cine- ecology’s constant orientation toward “speculative futures.”8 
The Bombay cine- ecology’s financial and artistic gambles took place along-
side and as a result of its ever- deepening risks. As Mukherjee explains, “film 
practitioners wagered daily on their profits, dreams, and lives. Precarity, risk, 
and danger marked cinema as a space of hustle.”9 Oftentimes, the anxieties 
produced by the market and felt by cine- workers found their way onscreen in 
a variety of home- grown genres— including stunt films, courtroom dramas, 
self- reflexive star melodramas, and gambling pictures— that spoke directly to 
the modern sensations audiences would recognize from outside the theater. 
Mukherjee argues that this sense of urgency— apparent in the constant shifts 
in Bombay cinema’s technological production, studio infrastructure, and 
personnel— is both the result of changes happening in Bombay as a colonial 
city and the perpetual engine of production occasioning the city’s fluctuating 
with the cine- ecology’s whims.

The transition to talkies encouraged Bombay and its cine- ecology 
to collectively respond to each other in a way that was both flexible 
and dispersed. In the book’s first half, titled “Elasticity: Infrastructural 
Maneuvers,” Mukherjee brings together the “elasticity” of the finances of 

6 Mukherjee explains the importance of the fields of paperwork and document 
studies’ attention to “the materiality of paper archives” and “documents as objects 
of ethnographic study.” In Bombay Hustle, Mukherjee similarly treats documents 
not merely as historical evidence in her story but as their own kind of “technol-
ogy, genre, practice, media, and process” that is tied to “colonial and bureaucratic 
regimes of control.” Mukherjee, 100n1.

7 Mukherjee, 42.
8 Mukherjee, 48.
9 Mukherjee, 4.
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both the city and the studios, the role of nationalism in codifying techno-
logical tools, and the acousmatic mediation of women’s bodies and voices. 
In chapter 1, she makes the case that the infrastructural possibilities 
inherent in Bombay’s late colonial society and businesses— from gambling 
on telephone wires to cotton- funded production or caste- based social 
networks— encouraged a kind of elasticity and adaptability of Bombay’s 
studios and pushed them toward horizontal integration. Mukherjee 
argues that, unlike Hollywood’s vertically integrated studio system, Bom-
bay’s production processes were horizontal, referring to “the creation of 
acquisition of multiple production units which produced similar com-
modities, in this case, films.”10 These horizontal processes necessitated a 
constantly shifting co- facilitation of equipment, space, and genres among 
producers and studios thanks to speculative financing from independent, 
non- banking institutions. Film producers required consistent funds from 
outside the industry, which was bankrolled by friends and family members 
from financial sectors who saw film production not unlike other specula-
tive financial markets (like cotton) in that cinema depended on a risk- 
reward– based market wager in the hopes of future commercial success. 
Many studios’ productions thus reflected the inherent gambles guaran-
teed through “social credit,” which included the “futurity and fallouts” 
from a focus on stunt- based action films or relying on a star for financial 
stability (as in the case of Sagar Movietone studios).11

Chapter 2 explores how the concept of swadeshi (of one’s own country) 
and the nationalism tied to the growth of India’s indigenous industries, 
including film production, encouraged a diachronic understanding of cin-
ema as both a colonial exhibition of the exotic and a science that codified 
and gave respectability to the cine- workers and their practices. Film studios 
embraced paper as an important technological tool of colonial efficiency and 
brought that belief to bear in a variety of studio practices from the continuity 
script to the valorization of increasingly specific film technical specialties in 
the trade papers and the bifurcation of studio production into double- unit 
shooting. The relationship between these technologies and the humans who 
practiced with them is the focus of chapter 3, in which Mukherjee introduces 
the concept of “acousmatic attunement.”12 Audiences and practitioners 
utilized skills from the material world of the city— in this case the acousmatic 
landscape of cinematic and non- cinematic sound technologies such as the 
telephone, radio, gramophone, and court transcript— to make sense of the 
separation of the mediated voice from its emanating body. Returning to the 
prominent figure of the female star in Indian cinema, Mukherjee argues that 
the woman’s vocality in speeches and dialogue contributed to their respect-
ability, alongside other aural practices of song and music explored previously 
by scholars such as Neepa Majumdar.13 To that end, the processual and eco-
logical approach in the first half of Bombay Hustle offers both a molecular and 

10 Mukherjee, 81.
11 Mukherjee, 87, 39, 79.
12 Mukherjee, 147.
13 Neepa Majumdar, Wanted Cultured Ladies Only: Female Stardom and Cinema in 

India, 1930s–1950s (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2009).
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integrated account of the unique practices that bring these distinct bodies, 
technologies, agendas, and mindsets together.

While the first part of the book delves deeply into the changing infra-
structure of Bombay’s cine- ecology, the second part— which Mukherjee 
titles “Energy: Intimate Struggles”— slows down to explore how cine- workers 
responded to these changes. Mukherjee explores embodied theories of labor 
in the Bombay studios in order to argue that cine- workers were divided not 
simply by rank (such as actress, stunt worker, or extra) but also by gender, 
ethnicity, and caste. Chapter 4 explores how public discourses of health and 
physical vitality pervaded the cine- ecology of early talkie films, prompted 
conversations about stamina across human and non- human cinematic 
forces (from tools to protocols), and provided a framework for cine- workers’ 
understandings of their own exhaustion. Mukherjee connects this attention 
to enervation and depletion relationally and collectively across the cine- 
ecology from cine- workers to local spectators. Film attendance functioned as 
a productive site of energy recuperation for weakened workers who could be 
enlivened by the cinema’s “sensory- corporeal register[s],” including the dyna-
mism of the camera’s moving vitality, the kinetic energies of film editing, and 
action- packed fight sequences.14 Similarly, chapter 5 considers how contem-
poraneous local and global workers’ resistance movements paralleled actress 
Shanta Apte’s hunger strikes and theories of performance exhaustion. Por-
tions of this chapter on Apte appeared in an excellent Feminist Media Histories 
article, but the chapter also discusses whether film studios were “factories” 
and Apte’s designation of the film industry’s caste groups.15 These discussions 
help ground the material in Bombay Hustle’s overall arguments. For instance, 
Mukherjee explains how Apte’s caste demarcations showcased the embodied 
power dynamics of the cine- ecology and the precarity and “dehumanization” 
of some bodies.16 By “rematerializing labor power as embodied experience,” 
Mukherjee shows that gendered and caste prejudices were everyday encoun-
ters that some cine- workers fought against.17

In the book’s closing chapter, labor’s ambitions and struggles are tied 
to workers’ vulnerability in the cine- ecology. Noting that in Bombay the 
word struggle was often discursively tied to cine- workers’ precarity and hustle, 
Mukherjee explains that the practices of the cine- ecology’s employees were 
often integrally tied to fandom.18 As Mukherjee explains, “The word ‘strug-
gle’ means something so specific to Bombay that it has ceased to be recog-
nized as an English- language word. To struggle in Bombay is to hustle for 
that elusive ‘big break’ in the movies, and strugglers are those who do the 
daily exhausting work of struggle.”19 This “hustle to become” famous them-
selves perpetuated conditions in the industry and requires often contradic-

14 Mukherjee, Bombay Hustle, 220.
15 Debashree Mukherjee, “Somewhere between Human, Nonhuman, and Woman: 

Shanta Apte’s Theory of Exhaustion,” Feminist Media Histories 6, no. 3 (2020): 21– 51.
16 Mukherjee, Bombay Hustle, 259.
17 Mukherjee, 260.
18 Mukherjee, 283– 388.
19 Mukherjee, 41.
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tory tasks of waiting around for the big break, situational risk, and non- stop 
work.20 Through case studies of dead stunt- workers, injuries during location 
shooting, and a sexual assault of a female extra, Mukherjee demonstrates 
that film disasters are pre- programmed “short- circuits” that are “not acci-
dental but integral to the overall logics of commercial filmmaking.”21 Such a 
dependence on vulnerable and eager cine- workers inevitably results in such 
on- set “accidents”; the failure of the human body to withstand these strug-
gles over time is a feature, not a glitch, in the cine- ecology. The cine- ecology 
would not survive without the energy and exhaustion of its cine- workers. By 
returning back to the “fleshy” textures of cine- workers’ cine- ecological expe-
riences on and off set, Mukherjee interrogates how the late colonial social 
and cultural discourses around energy, innervation, and exhaustion made their 
way into cinematic practices and representations onscreen.22

Mukherjee’s writing style puts the reader back into the thick of the 
historical moment, to experience the odd pleasures of film history’s weed-
iness. Instead of offering a linear production or infrastructural history of 
Bombay, Mukherjee’s historiographical collage asks the reader to participate 
in a speculative, imaginative, but nonetheless incisive retracing of Bombay’s 
cine- ecology and practices. In her work, the anecdotal, the memory, or the 
seemingly insignificant take center stage to show the interconnectedness of 
much larger systems. The author summons theory like a ready- at- hand spell 
transfiguring the refuse of extensive historical particularity into a vivid and 
interconnected circuitry board. As a reader, you’re not always certain where 
Mukherjee’s many movements are going, but the experience is rarely one of 
confusion. As Mukherjee teases, “being lost has its own charms,” and indeed 
the reader finds themselves trying to anticipate how a piece of paper, a studio 
tour, a bolt of fabric, or a contract will lead to theorizations of technics, labor, 
and capitalism.23

Bombay Hustle offers a key intervention in histories of infrastructure and 
film production. This intervention extends beyond the particularity of South 
Asia and applies to any major cine- ecology. The book will certainly be widely 
cited and influential among existing scholarship on popular Hindi cinema, 
South Asian film history, and star studies. Mukherjee’s theoretical and 
historical apparatus of cine- ecology and cine- worker are especially useful for 
breaking away from more constraining and limited notions of Hollywood 
“systems” and contemporary media “industries.” Mukherjee’s presentation 
of a history with feeling joins an established lineage of feminist media scholars 
and critical race theorists who have consistently advocated for embodied and 
affective approaches to historical research and historiographical retelling. By 
foregrounding the physical struggles, sonic experiences, tactile encounters, 
and go- for- broke yearning embedded in the people and practices of Bom-
bay’s cine- ecology, Mukherjee’s Bombay Hustle not only offers a history but 

20 Mukherjee, 37.
21 Mukherjee, 310.
22 Mukherjee, 146.
23 Mukherjee, 38.
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also brings expression to the sensations experienced by cine- workers while 
making movies in a colonial city.
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