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review article

Making the Modern Slum: The Power of Capital 
in Colonial Bombay by Sheetal Chhabria, Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2019; pp 235, $30 
(paperback). 

Bombay Hustle: Making Movies in a Colonial 
City by Debashree Mukherjee, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2020; pp 420, $30 (paperback).

The Making of the City of Capital
Hist ories of Slums and Films in Colonial Bombay

Sanjukta Poddar

N
o one narrator can gauge the true 

shape of an entity as elep h antine 

as the metropolis of Bombay. 

Sheetal Chhabria and Debashree Mukher-

jee, however, in their respective accounts 

of colonial Bombay, masterfully identify 

the beating heart of this elep hant–capital. 

Their works, though occu pied with two 

distinct narrative arcs of the city’s history, 

can be discussed alo ngside each other. 

They both showcase the power wielded 

by the capital in  urban life and the con-

sequences of such domination on the 

people who inhabit the city, on their 

bodies, their livelihoods, their modes of 

dwelling, and their creative energies. 

The common grounds for a discussion of 

these two books also arise from the fact 

that both are homa ges to the working-

class “humans of Bombay” without whom  

capital would remain an inert proposi-

tion. In so doing, both books engage 

afresh with the idea of capital and its 

constitutive role in the economy, society, 

and culture of the met ro politan life. 

In drawing attention to the long history 

of the “making of slums” in Bombay, 

Chhabria sheds light on the failures of 

both colonial and Indian civic authori-

ties. By historicising the processes that 

led to the outcrop of slums, the author 

destabilises the given-ness that this ubi-

quitous urban phenomenon has assu med. 

Mukherjee’s narrative of the “making 

of the cine-ecology” is a dramatic story 

of two aspects of Bombay cinema: the 

material infrastructure that facilitates 

the making of fi lms and embodies the 

histories of various cine-workers who 

labour in this industry. 

The difference between the two ac-

counts lies in the issue of agency; while 

city-making was controlled by colonial 

authorities and elite Indian stakeholders, 

fi lm-making was an entirely indigenous 

affair. While refl ecting this difference, 

Chhabria employs a Foucauldian and 

neo-Marxist reading in her historio-

graphy of working-class habitations in the 

city; Mukherjee takes a post-structuralist 

approach and innovates within the fi eld 

of biomedia. 

Both authors provide centre stage to the 

histories of certain city dwellers whose 

narratives might otherwise remain occ-

lu ded—wage labourers, cotton factory 

wor  kers, sanitation workers, stuntwom-

en and stuntmen, “extras,” speculators, 

spectators, etc. To return to the metaphor 

with which I opened the discussion, 

both works fi rmly emphasise the fact 

that urban denizens are the lifeblood of 

the city. My discussion of the two works 

highlights this underlying thread.

Slum-making in Bombay

Chhabria’s Making the Modern Slum: 

The Power of Capital in Colonial Bombay 

takes up fi ve constitutive units of city-

making—land, housing, famine, dis-

ease, and capital. Aiming for a compre-

hensive analysis of these categories, her 

temporal lens spans from the 18th to the 

20th century. The aut hor shows how the 

colonial and indigenous efforts to con-

trol these material aspects of the reifi ed 

entity called the “city” were, in practice, 

a series of inclusionary and exclusionary 

actions wrought on the bodies of its 

working poor. The centrality of the entity 

of “City” (with a capital C) arises from 

the fact that “Capital” (again a capitalised 

entity), rather than the  “citizen,” was the 

organising principle and the ideal in the 

efforts of city-makers. Meanwhile, workers 

were excluded and pushed into tenements, 

which became the kernels of the “modern 

slum.” Chh abria exposes the fundamental 

irony at the root of these conditions—

while the working classes were essential 

to the process of building and producing 

the city, their lives, dwellings, health, and 

sanitation were routinely sacrifi ced at 

the altar of the deity of capital. The civic 

institutions such as the municipal corpo-

ration and the Bombay Improvement Trust 

(BIT) actively participated in the pheno-

menon of othering of lower-class habi-

tations and denying them better faci-

lities. As a result, the slum is very much 

a product of the same modernising pro-

cess that stitched together a met ropolis 

out of a string of disconnected islands. 

Despite the growing nationalist ferv our, 

both the colonial authorities and Indian 

elite took part in authoritative forms of 

colonial urban governance. Chapter 1, 

“Land,” traces how a “calculative ration-

ale” shaped the formation of the city 

from the 18th century  onward. This eco-

nomic logic was manifest in spatial prac-

tices such as the tight-fi sted control of land 

and its subsequent commodifi cation. The 

aim was to sharply delimit the boundaries 

of the urban area to regulate access to the 

city. To this end, agriculture was phased 

out from areas that were emerging as 

urban; “indi gents,” “porters,” and small 

cultivators were pushed out from lucrative 

areas; famine relief-seekers were dis-

couraged from becoming permanent in-

habitants; and multiple land tenures 

were categorised as private property that 

could be bought only by the desirable 

 Indians and Europeans. Thus, possession 

and dispossession of land became the 

pivots of this new regime of city-making. 

In Chapter 2, “Famine,” the author 

shows how the country and the city, as 
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also the impoverished villager and the 

poor city dweller were forced into a toxic 

relationship during times of famines and 

international crises. The commodifi cation 

of all aspects of agriculture in the coun-

tryside created a cyclical nexus between 

bouts of famine, agricultural indebted-

ness, and poverty. Famines were explained 

away as endemic and as particular to 

India; and the idea of the city was 

pushed as the solution to this rural crisis 

of poverty, hunger, and unemployment. 

Furthermore, famine management was 

leveraged as a strategy of reordering 

the city, whereby people and spaces were 

arranged into categories of agricultural 

and industrial, and rural and urban. 

When the hungry came to the city look-

ing for aid, rather than focusing on the 

alleviation of hunger, colonial authori-

ties weighed famine relief against the 

economy and advocated for the “best use 

of resources.” Chhabria charts the history 

of how the city balanced the amounts 

it spent on famine relief by extracting 

labour and value from the hungry and 

monetising their aid funds to turn the 

funds profi table. As a result, indebted-

ness grew as poverty was monetised. 

The hinterland–city relationship was 

also aff ected by international events 

such as the American Civil War, which 

led to an inc rease in the production and 

export of Indian cotton. Once the condi-

tions stabilised across the Atlantic, the 

demand for Indian cotton drastically fell 

and mig rant labourers were rendered 

superfl uous to the needs of the city. 

These booms and busts ended up being 

inscribed on the physical body of the city 

and its lab ouring poor. Through a range 

of coercive practices, productive agricul-

tural migrants were allowed in during 

periods of need for labourers and were 

forcefully confi ned to the city; and when 

the demand for workers diminished, the 

hungry or rural migrant workers were 

forced out.

Urban Housing

“Shelter,” Chapter 3, is the central piece of 

this monograph, logically arising from the 

two previous chapters that focused on 

land and the fl ow of migrants into the city. 

When the issue of shelter for the home-

less migrants arose, the city authorities 

offered the solution of housing. In this 

apparent solution lay the “making of 

the modern slum.” While such housing 

schemes did not offer comfortable or du-

rable shelter to the poor city dweller, 

this strategy enabled the enumeration 

of the individual as well as space, ren-

dering both into “governmental objects.” 

Using a Foucauldian framework, 

Chhabria convincingly argues that in prac-

tice, “housing” implied a strategy whereby 

a space of dwelling was atta ched to the 

taxonomic identity of the indi vidual. 

This move did not imply genuinely pro-

viding tenable housing but enumerating 

migrants. In the process, “the city” as a 

historical category of rule—wielding the 

power to distinguish between the legal 

and the illegal, between the healthy and 

the diseased, and between “housing” and 

“slum”—acq uired a physical and con-

ceptual fi xity of meaning.

The rich archives on land reclamation 

and land use in Bombay have been ex-

amined by other historians of the city 

(Kidambi 2007; Rao 2013). Chhabria con-

tributes to this conversation by tracing the 

entire historical arc of authoritative and 

interventionist measures and their implica-

tions on the conceptual iden tity of the city. 

These measures culminated in the estab-

lishment of land and housing regulatory 

authorities such as the municipal corpora-

tion in 1865 and the semi-autonomous BIT 

in 1898. Under these bodies, some forms 

of housing were connected to regimes of 

legality and property, while disconnecting 

others from such claims. For instance, 

they designated “densely inhabited tene-

ments” (p 88) as “slums,” rendering them 

as illegitimate forms of habitation in the 

city. “Pukka” housing, dependent on 

building material, type of roof, sanita-

tion, and density were prioritised but 

the defi nition continued to shift. 

Furthermore, the budget req uired for 

city management and improvement was 

tightly controlled and “managed like a 

business, where revenue ought to exceed 

expenditure” (p 97). The author shows 

how the scaffolding of a variety of classifi -

catory and interventionist measures in 

the name of housing brought everyday 

life under the rubric of the city’s interest. 

Chapter 4, “Disease,” brings home the 

devastating repression that resulted from 

the attempts at epidemic management 

and control. When the plague hit the 

“city” in 1896, once again, the health of 

the city—powered by capital—was pri-

oritised over the well-being of ravaged 

people. Chhabria points to the fact that 

the authorities identifi ed unsanitary hous-

ing as the prime cause of disease and 

thus targeted the undesirable subject—the 

wor king poor—as requiring eradication. 

For instance, long-term interventions like 

the eradication of slums effectively func-

tioned to sanitise the city for the smooth 

fl ow of capital. These colonial-era meas-

ures might remind readers of the “pov-

erty control” drive undertaken during 

the postcolonial years, in particular, 

during the Emergency (1975–77). Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi’s 1971 election 

campaign slogan was “Garibi Hatao” 

(Remove Poverty); however, as is well-

known, in execution, it implied “Garib 

Hatao” (Remove the Poor). 

Another measure of disease control in 

colonial Bombay, the quarantine, will re-

mind the readers of the current COVID-19 

management in the contemporary time. 

During the plague of 1896, aut horitarian 

measures such as race- and class-based 

displacement and segregation had re-

sulted in hundreds of people, largely 

migrants, leaving the city for the coun-

tryside. Chhabria could not have known 

how close to home this history would hit. 

In 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic 

spread through the world and in India 

and an arbitrary lockdown was an-

nounced, migrant workers fl ed from cities 

en masse, often on foot, to take shelter 

in the countryside. In the past, just like 

today, labour was central to the operation 

of capital. And once the crisis was over, 

their long-term dispersal or absence 

could not be tolerated if the city was to 

continue as the commercial centre, espe-

cially the cotton industry. Through this 

discussion, Chhabria demonstrates an 

enduring truth about urba nism all 

across the world—the mobility, housing, 

and health of the working class continue 

to be monitored and controlled for the 

benefi t of the city and capital.

With the last chapter, “Capital,” 

Chhabria brings home for the reader 

the devi ous power that capital wielded. 

Readers get a glimpse into the processes 
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by which the city was pushed to the fore-

front as the central character of this 

narrative. We also see how efforts were 

made to maintain its “sanitary credit” (its 

image of cleanliness) for the sake of com-

merce, even as poor people remai ned un-

sheltered. As evidence, the aut hor points 

to the institutional history of the city’s 

civic agencies; a key moment of demon-

stration of the power of capital being the 

creation of the BIT) She shows that pub-

lic bodies like the BIT were, in actua lity, 

run as profi t-minded business ventures 

that indulged in speculation about the 

future value of land and borrowed mon-

ey from the public for its inve stment in 

risky and dubious fi nancial schemes: 

Through the Trust, the imperial government 

reinserted itself more explicitly into local 

urban affairs, and private capital became 

enjoined in the task of governance. (p 148) 

The pretext behind this proliferation of 

civic ins titutions—fi rst, the municipal 

corporation and the BIT, and then the  

Bombay Development Dep artment and 

Bombay Port Trust—was effi cient land 

management and housing solutions. In 

reality, the BIT was a front dep loyed 

by the colonial government and the 

local elite to ensure their control over 

the lucrative fi nancial investment—land. 

Chhabria writes, 

In the few decades of the trust’s activi-

ties, more people were dis-housed than re-

housed, which only served to exacerbate the 

poor housing problem. (p 177)

Through this in-depth ideological ana-

lysis of the foundational infrastructural 

moments of the city’s history, the author 

provides an important insight into the pro-

cesses that fi xed the constitutive elements 

of the city. In turn, what the City as an 

entity meant, implied, and who it served, 

also gained fi xity. This was the legacy of 

urbanism inherited by the postcolonial 

nation and post-independence cities.  

Film-making in Bombay: A Six-Act 

Exploration of the Material and 

the Human in Cinema

Mukherjee’s history of fi lm-making in 

Bombay focuses on a crucial and under-

studied period of Indian fi lm history—

the transition from silent fi lms to talk-

ies—that unfolded mainly in the 1930s. 

Her work has two intertwined objects of 

enquiry: (i) she examines the quotidian 

practices that went into fi lm-making, and 

(ii) she analyses how the ecology of 

Bombay enabled cinema to fl ourish. These 

twinned histories of cinema and the city 

come together in her formulation of the 

concept of “cine-ecology.” Through this 

lens, Mukherjee examines the fi ne web of 

interconnections between infrastructure 

(fi nance, technology, and science) and 

the bodily and affective investments of 

cine-workers. 

The book answers questions that are 

worth asking—why did Bombay, and not 

any other city, emerge as the capital of 

Indian cinema and the heart of the Hin-

di fi lm industry? How did its parti cular 

mode of urban modernity infl uence and 

encourage fi lm-making? What are the 

strategies for highlighting the histories of 

cine-workers within the scholarship? 

Mukherjee’s creative re-imagination and 

sharp insight into the umbilical relation-

ship between the history of cinema and 

that of Bombay make this work a signi-

fi cant addition to the scholarship on cul-

tural history as well as urban history of 

the colonial period. 

Ranjani Mazumdar’s pioneering work, 

Bombay Cinema: An Archive of the City 

(2007), was the fi rst to draw scholarly 

attention to the various sets of relation-

ships that this city and cinema share, 

especially in the period between the 1970s 

and the 1990s. A crucial strand that 

binds the “real city” of Bombay with the 

“fi lmic city” (the on-screen representation 

of Bombay) is the exploration of a range 

of urban subjectivities specifi c to Bombay. 

As a result, fi lms from this period, such as 

Deewar (1975), Parinda (1989), Baazigar 

(1993), Rangeela (1995), and Satya (1998), 

function as the archive of the city. Follow-

ing Mazumdar’s book, Bombay Cinema: 

An Archive of the City (2007), Mukherjee’s 

Bombay Hustle: Making Movies in a 

Colonial City turns instead to the colonial 

period and focuses on (1) the archive of 

cinema as practice (“the work of ideat-

ing, acting, writing, dancing, stitching, 

lighting, and simply waiting on the sets”), 

and (2) human histories behind the 

screen. However, as both Mazumdar and 

Muk herjee emphasise, when it comes to 

Bombay and cinema, the on-screen, off-

screen, and behind-the-screen (in a literal 

sense, that is, on set) connections are 

always intertwined. In the discussion 

that follows, I draw attention to the sec-

tions that delineate the specifi c urba nism 

of the city of Bombay that Mukhe rjee 

depicts in her work. 

Mukherjee’s writing revels in linguistic 

virtuosity and variety. “Hustle,” the noun 

and the verb featured in the title, cap-

tures the contingent but exciting nat ure 

of fi lm work as well as the nervous 

pushy energy of Bombay. The titles of 

the two parts of the book—Elasticity and 

Energy—gesture towards the animating 

principles that characterise Bombay’s 

cine-ecology. The capacities and chall-

enges faced by cinema in the domains of 

speculative capital, technological experi-

ments, and sound are explored in the three 

chapters of Part one. Part two, compris-

ing three chapters, dwells on cine-workers 

and their bodily possibilities and limits: it 

is their vitality, exhaustion, and break-

down that makes movies come to life. The 

chapters are accompanied by shadow-

titles, drawing on local vernacular phrases 

like “teji-mandi” and “josh” that pithily 

convey the precarity of the city and of 

the process of making fi lms.

Apart from being the fi lm capital of 

India, Bombay’s claim to fame also rests 

on its commercial prowess. Chapter 1 

examines this aspect. Both Chh abria and 

Mukherjee indicate how int rinsic specu-

lative fi nance was to the city. Speculative 

trading in the futures of various commodi-

ties—including land and fi lms—earned 

Bombay the moniker, “India’s fi nancial 

capital.” The wild profi ts from specula-

tive trading in cotton, a reifi ed form of 

betting and gambling, were pumped 

back into another speculative arena—

fi lms. Lacking any support from the co-

lonial state or private banks, indigenous 

fi lm-makers could only thrive due to this 

form of cash fl ow. Mukherjee examines 

three studios from the 1930s—Ranjit 

Movietone, Sagar Mov i etone, and Bombay 

Talkies—that exemplify the variety of 

speculative risks that fi lm-makers took. 

The danger was, however, that where 

there was a fl ow, there could be an ebb. 

And within cine-ecology, whatever hap-

pened in the background, always found 

a way onto the screen, as Mukherjee 

shows in her reading of the plots of many 
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fi lms on fi n ancial dealings from this era. 

While the author does not make this con-

nection, fi lms could be credited with intro-

ducing the vocabulary from the fi nancial 

realm into popular imagination. For in-

stance, from a slightly later period, Raj 

Kapoor’s Shree 420 (1955) taught a post-

colonial nation about high-society gam-

bling dens, Ponzi schemes in housing, 

selling of bad shares to an unsuspecting 

public, speculation in oil digs, and black 

markets (shadow economy). Mukherjee’s 

work establishes the fact that this on-

screen commentary has a longer history, 

going back to the early years of the talkies.

In Chapter 2, the author exa mines a 

range of technical innovations embraced 

by popular cinema in this transitional 

period. The enchantment with technol-

ogy was an important facet of Bombay’s 

modernity as well as fi lms. These ranged 

from industrial exhi bitions reinforcing 

the productive “industry” status of fi lms 

to scientifi c management techniques like 

the use of particular kinds of scripts, the 

simultaneous shooting of two fi lms, and 

of course, the on-screen promotion of 

industrial modernity. Through this dis-

cussion, Mukherjee demonstrates cinema’s 

active role in siding with ration alism in the 

debate on the nation’s future. The author’s 

fortuitous recovery of the scri pts of the 

Bombay Talkies studio from the Dietze 

family archives in Melb ourne reveals the 

impressive expertise of early talkies in 

the arena of fi lm management. Contrary to 

the early cinema’s popular image as badly 

managed, the discussion of these scripts 

attests to the presence of a highly ration-

alist idiom. Mukherjee underlines this 

relationship: “Cinema, as a house of scien-

tifi c magic, thrust the technical together 

with the social, rendering both slightly 

muddled from the encounter” (p 142).

Chapter 3, “Voice” explores the trans-

formative effects of the arrival of sound 

technology and the syncing of sound to 

the human body. In 1931, Ardeshir Irani’s 

Alam Ara inaugurated the “talkies” in 

India. The author steers our attention to 

the fact that this speaking–singing–sound-

ing body changed not only Indian cinema 

but also the entire acoustic soundscape. A 

need arose for a new breed of actors—

those who could emote as well as orate. 

Actors had to reinvent themselves as sound 

artists and a whole genre of “abhinetri” 

(actress) fi lms with argumentative women 

leads emerged in response. The audi-

ence too needed to equip themselves with 

novel tactics of listening in turn.

The Dark Side

With the second part of the book, spread 

over three chapters, Mukherjee deftly puts 

into conversation infrastructural histo-

ries with the history of labou ring bodies. 

The three chapters, “Vitality,” “Exhaus-

tion,” and “Struggle,” centre squarely on 

the bodies of cine-workers and on energy, 

or lack thereof. Talking about the per-

ception of the body in the early decades 

of the 20th century, Mukherjee writes, 

“the human body was simultaneously 

seen as a site of possibility and a site of in-

tervention” (p 187). Given the on-screen/

off-screen relationalities that Muk herjee 

traces as the thread running through the 

cine-ecology, her reading of what we might 

call an “energy eco nomy” is convincing. 

This transfer and exchange of energy 

takes place at various levels in the cine-

ecology—on and off the screen between 

actors and other cine-workers, and be-

tween the cine-workers and the city. 

The city enters the narrative here in 

many ways: Bombay as the character or 



REVIEW ARTICLE

january 15, 2022 vol lVii no 3 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly34

backdrop during fi lm shoots, its unpredict-

able and uncomfortable climate impinging 

during the shoots, and as the place that 

attracted many mig rants who wanted to 

be a part of the city’s cine-ecology.

Chapter 5, “Vitality,” dips into various 

archival sources to showcase how the 

discourse on energy and good health had 

a wide circulation in the public sphere. 

Images of the energetic indivi dual and the 

vitalised nation were amplifi ed through 

fi lms and characters in fi lms like Nav 

Jeevan (1939), Diamond Queen (1940), 

Whirlwind (1933), Rajput Ramani (1936), 

Miss Frontier Mail (1936), and Jawani ki 

Hawa (1935). The ideals of energy were 

also disbursed through other media; for 

instance, in a story by Saadat Hasan 

Manto and advertisements for “energy 

drinks” like Horlicks. 

Historian Charu Gupta (2001) has shed 

light on the turn of the century when the 

nationalist Hindu position leveraged the 

discourse of masculinity, vitality, and 

the health of the nation to consolidate 

itself. Muk herjee’s forte in these chapters 

is to highlight another facet on the dis-

course on energy by focusing on its op-

posite state—exhaustion. In particular, 

she ably refr ames “exhaustion” as an 

experiential category and an embodied 

by-product of the physically demanding 

work of making movies. Mukherjee an-

chors this discussion in some brilliant ar-

chival gems—the history of singer-actress 

Shanta Apte’s hunger strike of 1939 and 

her writings, in particular her Marathi 

polemical text of 1940, Should I Join 

the Movies? Readers will appreciate how 

Muk herjee, via Apte, threads together 

specifi c conditions of labouring cine-

workers with a structural critique of class 

and, less convincingly, the caste. To pro-

test against the maltreatment of cine-

workers who were exploited by studios to 

gain endless profi ts, Apte went on a 

hunger strike. In her writing, she refer-

enced Marxist theories of labour exploita-

tion to showcase how studios treated the 

cine-workers’ body as an endlessly re-

sourceful machine. In reality, however, 

the body experienced depletion and lost 

its value with such rough use and due to 

the natural course of ageing. Apte’s brave 

stance as a female  actor, as a labour 

organiser, and as an acti vist is a radical 

one, and in the aut hor’s words, “Shanta 

Apte … provides us with a vision of re-

sistance” (p 267). 

The last chapter focuses on a category 

familiar to all who hold even a passing 

interest in Bollywood—the “struggle.” 

This infamous but ubiquitous experience 

is a sort of rite-of-passage for newcomers 

into the fi eld. While success stories are 

widely publicised, the countless heart-

breaking failures are rendered invisible. 

Mukherjee’s attention in this narrative 

is on the cine-fan who aspires to be a 

cine-worker, traced through the careers 

of the act ress, Sulochona, and her fan, 

actress-dancer, Azurie. At a time when 

safety protocols and “body-doubles” were 

unavai lable, actors, stunt-actors, and 

cine-workers faced serious bodily hazards. 

Here, the author brings to life another 

 facet of the Bombay cine-workers’ struggle.

Mukherjee’s breathtaking and bold 

portrayal of Mumbai cinema and the 

city of Mumbai can be best summed up 

in her words: 

One of the central arguments of Bombay 

Hustle is that cinema responded to and shaped 

urban transformation not only through on-

screen fantasies of  modernity but also through 

the material presence and circulation of a 

varied and visible cinematic workforce. (p 314)

Whose City?

Both authors pay close and empathetic 

attention to the voices in the archive and 

prioritise the stories of human agents as 

embodied subjects of urban experiences. 

Drawing upon the writings of Marxist 

scholars of urbanism such as David Harvey 

and Manuel Castells, the scholarship on 

the contemporary Asian cities has shown 

how the displacement of the poor and the 

eradication of the working-class tene-

ments or “slums,” supported by middle-

class aspirations for “world-class cities,” 

has now become the standard practice 

within governmental policy (Baviskar 

and Ray 2011; Roy 2011; Ghertner 2015). 

Chhabria’s work is a signifi cant addi-

tion to this scholarship since it high-

lights the long and deep historical roots 

of bourgeois ideology and practice in 

the Indian cities. In addition, Chhabria 

contributes to the historiography of colo-

nial India through her critique of the 

capita list logic that drove urban planning 

and spatial organisation of Bombay—a 

crucial metropolitan city of colonial India 

and, thus, a model for many other Indian 

cities. Readers who wonder about the 

socio-economic processes that led to the 

formation of “slums” in urban India will 

fi nd an engaging and satisfying answer 

in this book. 

This longue durée infrastructural and 

materialist history of Bombay, shaped 

by the British autho rities and the Indian 

elites, presents a complimentary back-

ground to Mukherjee’s work—a cultural 

history of the cine-ecology of the city 

during two specifi c decades led entirely 

by Indians who belonged to a wide variety 

of class backgrounds. Her book will garner 

the attention of and engage scholars 

from many subfi elds: history of cinema, 

popular culture, biomedia studies, and 

urban history. This book presents new 

modes of watching cinema and seeing 

the city through its material and human 

histories. Mukherjee’s writing adds to the 

nascent scholarship in this fi eld and, 

alongside Mazumdar and Mani shita Dass’s 

(2015) works, draws attention to the 

intersection of the urban, the fi lmic, 

and the embodied histories of Bombay’s 

pioneering cine-workers. 

Sanjukta Poddar (sanjukta.poddar1@gmail.com; 

sanjukta@uchicago.edu) is a doctoral candidate 

at the Department of South Asian Languages 

and Civilisations, University of Chicago. 
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