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“This is the dead land 
This is cactus land 

Here the stone images 
Are raised, here they receive 

The supplication of a dead man’s 
hand 

Under the twinkle of a fading star” 

T.S Eliot. 

  

“The Filmmaker must always seek a new tension with reality and 

constantly negate himself in order to continue to create a new 
artistic involvement.” 

Nagisa Oshima. 

 

Chola, 2019, Malayalam, 116 minutes, Director: Sanal Kumar Sasidharan   

Even if one takes a cursory look at the oeuvre of Sanal Kumar Sasidharan, one 

would not fail to recognize that he is probably one of the bleakest filmmakers working in 

contemporary Indian cinema. His vision is dark, disturbing, and can break down the nerve 

of even the most distant viewer. But unlike many other bleak filmmakers of our time, 

Sasidharan prefers not to take any linear discursive route through his cinema; rather his 

films challenge the process of coherent meaning-making of even the most audacious 

viewer. His mastery over the craft of film-making helps him create a lot of poetic fractures 

throughout the linear body of narrative cinema. Poetry, as Sasidharan creates it, is not 

the lyrical beauty of the sublime but rather a bleak vision of decadence, a lot like the lines 

from Eliot quoted above (2004, 84). 
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Chola (2019) is, in a very literal way, a film of ‘the dead land’. Two of its three 

protagonists are murdered at the end of the film, the one who remains is also on the verge 

of death after a deranged journey of trauma and neurosis. Sasidharan brings in the image 

of stones (Fig. 14) which, almost uncannily (in a Freudian sense), echoes the above-

quoted lines of Eliot. Close to two-thirds of the film is set in the green landscape of hills, 

waterfalls, and forests; but Sasidharan religiously avoids the kind of lyrical gaze through 

which these elements are generally represented in cinema. Sasidharan is a poet of ‘the 

dead land’ - here, the landscape can be turned bleak despite the lush presence of a certain 

essence of ‘romantic’ nature. 

In this short article, I would like to critically engage with this typical quality of 

Sasidharan’s films – the shaping of an apparently objective reality into an intensely 

subjective representation. As noted above, despite being set in a lush landscape, nature 

is not represented in Chola in the usual ‘romantic’ manner; rather it takes a new 

dimension - as if reborn from the personal vision of an auteur. Not just here, we have seen 

Sasidharan creating this kind of intense tension in the realm of representation in his 

previous films like Ozhivudivasathe Kali (2015), Sexy Durga (2017), Unmadiyude 

Maranam (2018) as well. This he does mainly by restricting himself to limited settings 

and turning those into powerful and passionate experiences. To me, Chola is at the 

pinnacle of his style where, despite being realistic, every single frame reverberates the 

vision of his mind (and heart). I shall elaborate on this more, but let us first take a closer 

look at the subject matter of this film.   

Thematically, Chola is almost a symptomatic, if not allegorical, representation of 

the half feudal-half capitalist Indian nation-state. A story like this can only be imagined in 

a typified setting of semi-rural modern India where a potential love story of a teenage 

couple can be turned into a dystopian nightmare. One may be reminded of veteran 

filmmaker-screenwriter Saeed Akhtar Mirza who said, “[A] certain kind of cinema exists 

only because a certain kind of state exists” (quoted in Prasad 2000, 1).  We need not pay 

much attention to understand that reality itself is turning into a dystopia in the 

contemporary times of endless ‘Delhi’s, ‘Unnao’s, and ‘Hathras’es. Echoing this reality, 

Chola reminds us that neither the unseen feudal space of an unnamed Indian village, nor 

the desired ‘modern’ experience of the teenage couple in the city can exist without the 

aegis of panoptic patriarchal authoritiesi. But, as noted earlier, Sasidharan is not really 

interested in creating a linear discourse of a protest-narrative which can quite 

unsurprisingly be imagined in this situation. Instead, he reminds us of Oshima’s words 

(quoted above, Oshima 1992, 48), where an endless self-negation and questioning one’s 

own artistic viewpoint comes into the forefront, creating a tension instead of a simple 

progressive political commitment. So, halfway through the film, Chola goes absolutely 

berserk – we enter an absurd, almost Kafkaesque world of an unendurable reality. This 

unnerving experience of watching Chola echoes the experience of the lived reality of the 

society in which it is made. 
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But, as said earlier, I am not trying to describe this unendurable reality in this 

article (Sasidharan has already dealt with this in the film). Instead, I’ll try to read the 

images of Chola, where an apparently calm, neutral, and beautiful natural landscape 

(objective reality) is turned into a neurotic subjective vision (representation) of the 

auteur (Fig 1) which embodies the above-mentioned reality of the nation-state. 

Figure ‑ 1 

But, before going directly into this analysis, I want to briefly invoke one of the 

primary debates in film theory which might help us understand this subjective 

representation of the objective reality. It is well known that from its birth, cinema bears 

an unavoidable, almost automatic verisimilitude. Two of the major instruments of 

cinema, i.e., the camera and sound recorder, record the apparent visual and aural reality 

in front of us as the raw material of a filmii. In the thirties and forties of the twentieth 

century, when the art of cinema had attained a fairly standardized form, we can locate 

some distinctive but mutually dependent strands of cinema across the globe. French 

theorist Andre Bazin, in the early 1950s argued about “two broad and opposing trends” 

of cinema. One, in which he noted the emergence of a realist aesthetics where the reality 

of the pro-filmic space was given more importance through the comparative self-

effacement of the cinematic apparatus. The other was the aesthetic of creating meaning 

out of that reality through the imposition of artistic (and cinematic) means, mainly editing 

(montage). Bazin described it quite self-explanatorily - the former respects the “spatial 

unity of an event” where the pro-filmic reality gets a chance to represent itself without 

the imposition of the artist’s subjectivity, whereas in the latter, there are no “sense or 

meaning objectively contained in the images themselves but derived exclusively from 

their juxtaposition” (Bazin 1967, 23-40). 

Bazin noted that films of the former tradition (by Jean Renoir, Carl Theodor 

Dreyer, Robert Bresson, et al) used a lot of long take and deep focus and relied on the pro-

filmic reality of the image, while the adherents of the latter tradition (Sergei Eisenstein, 

Dziga Vertov, and most of the filmmakers of Classical Hollywood Cinema) relied more on 

the ‘resources of montage’. We can derive our point from here – one stands for the 
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apparent representation of the objective reality through the use of deep focus and long 

take (creating continuous images of longer durations), while the other stands for the 

subjective representation of that reality through the use of montage (juxtaposition of 

several images)iii. 

Of course, Chola is made almost a century later – so this is not an exhaustive debate 

to entirely analyse the stylistic virtuosity of this film. But to us, these two stylistic strands 

become important – should the artist let the pro-filmic reality show its comparatively 

unmediated meaning? Or should they impose the meaning over this reality through the 

artistic means they have at their disposal? 

What we observe in Sasidharan’s style is not an allegiance to any of these two 

trends but rather a synthesis. His images show the apparently unmediated pro-filmic 

reality through long takes and deep focus, and at the same time, that reality gets bleaker 

and bleaker until it turns into the paranoid vision of the dystopic and subjective world of 

the auteur’s mind (and heart). In other words, without taking the recourse of montage he 

turns the pro-filmic reality subjective and gives us the impression of stagnation at an 

experiential level. He does the same thing which the aforementioned latter group did, i.e. 

subjective representation of the objective reality. But he does this without the means of 

montage. So, the experience of watching his films becomes more challenging. Instead of 

the artist’s abstract image of the mind (or, as Bazin put it, instead of being ‘tricked by 

imagination’), we watch the apparently unmediated reality (achieved through extensive 

use of long-take, deep focus) which bears an uncanny resemblance to the subjective 

world of neurosis and paranoia. 

Figure 2 – Opening Frames 
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Figure 3 – Opening Frames 

  We can illustrate this point by referring to the few images from the film. Take, for 

instance, the opening images. We get the flickering light of a lamp (Fig. 2), which bears a 

strong resemblance to the next image of the faint headlight of the car amidst the darkness 

(Fig. 3). Slowly dawn comes and we get the monotonous, suffocating image of the open, 

hilly landscapes (Fig. 4-9). In all of these cases, the pro-filmic world is the objective reality 

– not even the actors are present here. We don’t get the imposed meaning created through 

montage, but we can sense that something is amiss - the world we are witnessing is not 

the objective reality of the unmediated pro-filmic world, rather a paranoid subjective 

representation of that objective reality where the impending paranoia haunts the opening 

frames. Here. Sasidharan does a very Antonioni-like thing – most of these frames are not 

part of the immediate action of the narrative. The car comes and goes, the character 

passes by reluctantly but we stay in the landscape in a limbo-like space. As the film 

progresses, this limbo increases exponentially. These extra-narratorial frames of the 

open landscapes, which are beyond the action, create a profound sense of stagnation. (Fig. 

4-9)  

Figure 4 – Extra-narratorial frames: before the girl comes, we watch the landscape 
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Figure 5 – Extra-narratorial frames: after the girl goes, we watch the landscape 

Figure 6 – Extra-narratorial frames: after the girl goes, we watch the landscape 

Figure 7 – Extra-narratorial frames: before the entrance of the car, we watch the landscape 
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Figure 8 – Extra-narratorial frames: before entrance of the car, we watch the landscape 

Figure 9 – Extra-narratorial frames: before entrance of the car, we watch the landscape 

The same thing can also be noted in the case of narratorial frames. Just before the 

first rape in the middle of the film, we get a series of shots over-saturated by the colour 

red. An innocent and objective image like the passing of a car also marks this subjective 

vision (Fig. 10). We get the extreme close shot (again, coloured red) of the water in the 

tub of the toilet of the cheap hotel. (Fig. 11). The images preceding the second rape scene 

as well as those coming subsequently become even more illustrative of our argument. 

Here, the image of the water bears the contour of a sculpture (Fig. 12). At one point one 

of the images threatens to break open the frame like a cubist painting (Fig. 13). At the 

climax, we reach the pinnacle of this neurosis through the apparently beautiful 

arrangement of the pebbles which the now-insane girl made overnight (Fig. 14). 
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Figure 10 – passing of the car 

Figure 11 – water at the tub 

Figure 12 – image of water like sculpture 
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Figure 13 – The second rape: image threatens to break open like a cubist painting 

Figure 14 – image of the destructively beautiful mini-sculptures 

  

As argued above, none of these images exist in complete abstraction – they are 

part of the objective pro-filmic reality those exist out there in the world (most of the 

frames don't even contain the actors). But Sasidharan turns them into the bleak vision of 

paranoia and claustrophobia – which experientially affects the viewer throughout the 

film. In this way, the film becomes a personal dystopian world of an auteur without losing 

its connection to the objective reality. Here, dystopia gets equated with reality through 

Sasidharan’s mastery of crafting haunted images. 

Thus, instead of becoming a linear progressive narrative of protest, Chola turns 

into a tale of madness. It challenges the spectator to try and make a cohesive meaning out 

of the paranoid subjective portrayal of this dystopic, dead landscape. I propose that these 

qualities of this film make it a worthy work of art – although there are several possibilities 

of misreadingsiv. But artists do not just question the external world, they also question 

their own selves. If they don't do that, their art becomes stagnant. Echoing the words of 
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Oshima quoted at the beginning, Sasidharan here engages with a new tension with reality 

through the subjective representation of the objective world. By doing so, his films 

continuously negate any straight-forward reading of a pre-supposed ideological or 

discursive framework. To me, this is the most challenging aspect of his cinematic practice. 

Endnotes:  

i For an elaboration of this point and discourse on the idea of modernity and feudal values, see Prasad 

(2000, 52-117) 

ii There are pertinent debates which assert that the camera doesn’t objectively record the real, one needs 

to create certain conditions to achieve this (allegedly automatic) verisimilitude. The question of this 

‘automatic’ realism is also ideological. We’d not discuss these here in detail. This debate can be found at 

the discourses of Early Cinema, specially see Noel Burch (1990, 162 - 185) 

iii I know that this distinction looks a little bit simplistic. But we can’t discuss Bazin more elaborately in 

this short article. A deeper look into Bazin’s argument would reveal that he is not just interested in the 

artistic device of a particular film, rather, his concern is more philosophical. He prefers not to impose 

meaning on the viewer – this is more of an ethical standpoint rather than the choice of aesthetic devices.   

iv See, for instance, Venice review of the film. (Marshall 2019) Here the author completely misses the point 

and turns into the moral/political judgement. 
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