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A pioneering Bengali filmmaker

In the undivided Bengal as well as
in the Indian sub-continent,
Hiralal Sen (1866-1917) was the
first ever filmmaker. Hiralal was a
photographer as well. He is also

Remembering Hiralal Sen

feature films, ten docu-films and
three advertisements.

Most of the films he mage
depicted scenes from theatrical
productions played at
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It seems like the inevitable comedic summit of
this fall's US presidential campaign: the real
Sarah Palin coming on "Saturday Night Live" to
meelt herlook-alikeimpersonator, Tina Fey

"All in good time," sald a cagey Lorne
Michaels, long-time executive producer of

credited with creating India's first Amarendranath Dutta's Classic NIIH_:'.-; "Salurdfiy Night ij. which has been
advertising films and quite possi- Theatre. At that time raw film was rt:juvun_aled tlhjs fall _hy l-ery 8 thrm_;: skits as the
bly India’s first political film. imported into the country. Republicanvice presidential candidate.

Hiralal Sen was bomn in the
Bogjuri village, Manikganj,
approximately 80 kms from
Dhakas His fTather,
Chandromohan Sen, was a
reputed lawyer, first at the Dhaka
Zilla Court and later in the Cal-

cutta High Court.

Although Hiralal was the scion
of a zamindar family, he was
passionate about science, pho-
tography in particular. Hiralal
learnt a lot about art and culture
from his cousin Dinesh Chandra
Sen, who later became a
renowned folklore researcher.

Hiralal grew up in Calcutta.
While a student, he started prac-
ticing photography. In 1890, he
inaugurated a photography stu-
dio named "H. L. Sen and Broth-

rs". Within a short time, his
expertise in photography gained
much exposure in Calcutta.

In July 1896, the first film
screening in India was held at the
Watson Hotel in Bombay. Several
days after that, a film screening
took place in Calcutta. Two for-
eigners, Stevens and Father Laffo,
led the way to screening films.

Stevens screened films com-

—

newspapers. Then he borrowed
Tk 5000 from his mother and

filmmaker and distributor. In 1900,
he imported necessary equipments

Between 1901 and 1904, he pro-
duced many films for Classic
Theatre including Bhramar,
Hariraj, and Buddhadev. His
longest film, produced in 1903,
titled Alibaba and the Forty
Thieves, was also based on an
original Classic Theatre perfor-
mance. However, not much is
known about this feature film
sinceitwas never screened.

Hiralal also produced a num-
ber of advertising films. Having
made two films advertising
Jabakusum Hair Oil and Edwards
Tonic, he may have been the first
Indian to use film for advertising
purposes.

His film documenting the anti-
Partition demonstration and
'‘Swadeshi' movement at the Town
Hall, Calcutta on September 22,
1905 is considered India's first
political film.

Royal Bioscope made its last
film in 1913. Hiralal Sen's later
years were marked with disap-
pointment and economic hard-
ship. Jamshedji Framji Madan of
the Elphinstone Bioscope Com-
pany had long surpassed him in
terms of success. Hiralal was also

Michaels said on Wednesday he wasn't
actively seeking Palin, but that the McCain
campaign called after the first skit, when Fey's
Palin appeared with Amy Poehler's Hillary
Clinton on the show's September 13 season
premiere, to say theyenjoyed it.

"Saturday Night Live" has a long history of
political walk-ons. Michaels prefers keeping
this sort of news a surprise until it happens, an
opinion reinforced when word leaked that
Barack Obama would be on that same show
and the Democratic presidential candidate
had to cancel at the last minute. "I think we
looked stupid,” he said.

There are three more first-run "Saturday
Night Live" episodes before the election.

Palin told reporters last Tuesday she'd love
to appear on the show with Fey.

"I love her, she's a hoot and she's so tal-
ented,” Palin said. "It would be fun to meet her,
imitate her and keep on giving her new mate-
rial.”

From the moment Palin was selected as John
McCain's running mate, Michaels said he
barely had time to consider the idea of Fey
impersonating her. Others did it for him.

"The next day the doorman in my building
said, 'What a gift, you're going to have so much
funwith Tina Fey,"" he said.

Fey needed some convincing, primarily

Tina Fey (left) portrays Sarah Palin during an SNL skit. (Right) Palin waves to the crowd.

uscloser.”

Michaels knew he wanted Fey back for the
.October 4 show, two days after the vice presi-
dential debate. But Palin's interview with CBS'
Katie Couric was so priceless, they had to write
a sketch around that, he said.

In one answer to a question by Couric,
played by Poehler, Fey gives a circular response
of campaign clichés that reaches a dead end.
Asked for specifics on how a McCain adminis-
tration would spread democracy, Fey's Palin

where she made a vivid defence of Hillary

Clinton.

While the comic impersonation is tough,
Fey's character is likable, much like Will Ferrell
was in his days talking about "strategery” as
GeorgeW. Bush, he said.

Richard Greene, a public speaking coach
and author of "Words That Shook the World:
100 Years of Unforgettable Speeches and

Events,”

said if he were a Democratic official,

he'd be pulling any favour he could to keep
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films at the Star Theatre along
with younger brother Motilal Sen.
Later the siblings went to Stevens
to learn more about films. But
Stevens refused as he thought
Hiralal might become his busi-
ness rival.

A keen Hiralal learnt about
films by reading journals and

"The Royal Bioscope Company”
to screen films. Younger brothers -
- Motilal Sen and Devkilal Sen --
and nephew Kumar Shankar
Gupta were along with him in the
They
arranged a first film screening on

Bioscope Company.

April 4, 1898.

Eventually Hiralal became a

Amarendranath Dutta. At that ime
Amarendranath was the owner of
Classic Theatre. Hiralal took snaps
of a Classic Theatre production,
Sitaram, which made him the first
ever-Bengalifilmmaker.
Throughout his career, Hiralal
Sen made over 40 films. Between
1900 and 1912, Hiralal made 12

every film he evermade.

Not much is known about his
family and children. It is believed
that legendary Bengali actress
Suchitra Sen is related to Hiralal's
daughter Prabhabat Devi.
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premiere, she was shooting an episode of "30
Rock" with OprahWinfrey as guest.

"There are certainly people here who could
have played her and played her well,” Michaels
said. "But the audience would have been dis-
appointed if it had not been Tina. They cast
her."

During that first impersonation, Fey got
laughs simply by nailing Palin's accent. She

viewers, or 49 percent more than last year,
according to Nielsen Media Research. The skits
have also drawn tremendous Web traffic, with
9.3 million people watching an online clip of
the "Clinton-Palin® segment. The "Couric
interview" has been seen by nearly 7 million
people, NBCsaid.

Fey has been off "Saturday Night Live” for
two years, but was the guest host last winter in
the first show back from the writers strike,

completely seduce America.”

Michaels is enjoying the ride, letung Fey
know that she only has to impersonate Palin
through November4.

But what if she is elected the next vice presi-
dent?

"1 think we'll find somebody else to play
Sarah Palin,” he said. "I don't think she's
going to be playing Sarah Palin for the rest of
herlife.”

described global warmingas "just God hugging
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