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Abstract

This paper sets out to study the use and impact of colour in Sanjay Lee-
la Bhansali’s period film entitled Padmaavat (2018). The paper exam-
ines how Sanjay Leela Bhansali uses colour, in the film . The film can
be comprehend as a visual display of conflict between two factions
in the society on the basis of religion. In the good versus evil battle in
the film, both the sides of the narrative can be seen in a very specif-
ic imagery - beautifully and cautiously constructed by the Auteur -
the Director - that derives from the symbolic meaning of colours with-
in Hinduism and thus communicates meaning by reinforcing existing
conventions.

Keywords: Colour Analysis; Semiotic Analysis.

Introduction

Culture is a vivacious process which produces the behaviours, the prac-
tices, the institutions, and the meanings which constitute our social ex-
istence (Turner 2009). For any given society, these behaviours, practices
and institutions are build around the questions of shared social meanings
that are generated through visual and linguistic signs. Cultural Studies
theorists believe language is the most important way through which cul-
ture produces and reciprocates these social meanings. Semiotics, which
is a field of study that is concerned with investigating the process of cre-
ation and communication of meaning through visual and linguistic signs
and symbols, is a handy tool for a researcher when trying to understand
how meaning is created and sustained in any given culture. Semiotics in
assumption breaks down a sign into two parts: a signifier referring to the
physical form of a sign: an image, a word, or a photograph, and a signified
meaning the mental concept the signifier refers to. (ibid 2009).
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Films are an important cultural product that emerges from within a soci-
ety. And since they are a complex amalgamation of different systems of
signification, the method of semiotic analysis makes for an appropriate
method when conducting an academic inquiry into meaning creation and
communication in films.

Cinema has developed its own visual language with a defined yet dy-
namic grammar and syntax. Film narratives express through own codes
and conventions. The cinematic language can be understood as signifying
systems that are used to establish social or narrative meanings. The sig-
nifier in the cinematic language includes the separate technologies and
discourses of the camera, lighting, editing, set design, and sound, which
all contribute to the creation of meaning (Turner, 2009). Thus the creation
of meaning in a filmic text is through a complex mix of various systems of
signification.

Objective

To examine the wide usage of Colours and Codes in Sanjay Leela Bhan-
sali>s Padmaavat and find out how meaning is derived using a definite col-
or palette and to find out the symbolism of colors used in Padmaavat.

Colour as Sign

The present research study examines how the films are beautified aesthet-
ically with the use of colours . The use of colour in the way characters
dress, also plays an important role as a sign in a film and has potential
cultural connotations that demand an investigation. The use of specific co-
lours in a film has a larger social and cultural context that it exists in and
hence contributes in the creation of meaning.

Colour is synonymous with an expression of faith and beliefs (Verma,
2014). In a film, colour depicts itself in ways more than one. It can include
set design, colourpalette, colour correction, and costume among many
other manifestations. Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung (1875-1961) has been
quoted as saying “Colors are the mother tongue of the subconscious”.

Amongst the many tools and technical conventions that can be used
to create meaning in films, is the use of colour. Films are an audio-vi-
sual medium and the use of colour in films plays an important role
in the creation of meaning. According to a study colours can help get
a message across that would otherwise be difficult to express - and
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perhaps appear less credible in words alone” (Fraser and Banks, 2004).
They tend to strengthen and improve (or negate) the message being
delivered. In the Indian context, the symbolism of colour stands out
and pedals every aspect of life; be it religion, politics, festivals, etc.

Colour Analysis of Padmaavat

According to Saussure, a sign consists of a signifier (the form which the
sign takes) and the signified (the concept or values it represents). In the
film, a variety of signs have been employed for the construction of mean-
ing in the narrative. These signs are the camera work which includes shot
sizes, camera angles, and camera movements as well as dialogues, set de-
sign, costumes, colourand music.

For the purpose of brevity, this research paper focuses on the use of co-
lour in the costumes of the characters as they navigate through important
plot points of the film’s narrative design. The opening credits are saffron
in colour. Saffron, considered the most sacred colour in Hinduism, rep-
resents fire and as impurities are burnt by fire, this colour symbolises puri-
ty. It also represents religious abstinence, seen largely adorned by ascetics
and yogis. This colours connotation has a sacred meaning in Hinduism. It
is the colour of holy men who have renounced the world (Verma, 2014).
Thus, with the use of Saffron in the opening titles, Bhansali is setting the
stage for the film as pure and true. The very next scene in the film opens
in a desolate land (Afghanistan) where villainous plots against India are
being developed by the <barbarians> Khilji Clan.

Enter the main antagonist of the film, Alauddin Khilji, dressed in all black.
Throughout the film except for certain situations, the character of Alaud-
din is always seen dressed in black. It is important to recall here, that
the colour black is considered a colour of ostracisation, of evil. It symbo-
lises the <other>. With the dominant use of black on Alauddin and later
on for his army as well, they are portrayed as the <other>, the unwanted.
Another symbolism associated with the colour black is that of mourning,
thus painting and portraying Alauddin Khilji>s characters as the bringer
of pain and death, person that is pure evil. The only break from this dark
imagery is in the colours that the character of Mehrunnissa is draped in.
Amongst all the darkness, Mehrunnisa>s attire and her presence is like
a shining beacon, while she is draped in a deep red colour that seems
to engulf her, thus leading the audience to conclude that she is unlike
the uncouth Khiljis she is surrounded with. The pervasive use of the co-
lour black in Alauddin’s introductory scene cannot be more in contrast

266



Sharma & Goswami 2021

with the off-white (almost white) that Padmavati>s character wears in her
introductory scene.

Thus, it can be argued that the use of specific colours in the film>s visual
universe becomes more than an aesthetic decision and moves into the
realm of using colours as signs that signify explicit ideas and concepts
that Bhansali strives to construct in the narrative of the film. The co-
lour symmetry between the characters of Padmavati and Ratan Singh
is not accidental and from the get go, lays the foundation, in the minds
of the viewer, of the bond that Padmavati and Ratan Singh will share
throughout the film; their love for one another and the special rela-
tionship that they>ll build together. This colour symmetry continues
throughout the film. In the scene when after the wedding, Ratan Singh
along with Padmavati returns to Chittor (Ratan Singh’s kingdom),
they meet Raghav Chetan, the king>s counsellor and guide (Rajguru).
They are both wearing lighter shades with green headgear. In the case
of Ratan Singh, itis a green turban while for Padmavatiitis a green odh-
ni (a separate piece of cloth worn by respectable women to cover their
hair). The ghoomar dance sequence that follows, sees a momentary
break in this tradition with Padmavati dressed in the colour red, a co-
lour that indicates purity (Verma, 2014), thus signifying the purity of
the new bride and the new queen of Chittor. The colour red is also
the indicator of sensuality (Verma, 2014), and thus alludes to the sex-
ual energy between the two characters (Padmavati and RatanSingh),
foreshadowing the physical intimacy between the royal couple that
follows after this sequence.

The contrast finds an echo in the sets of the palaces, forts and also the
costumes of the people that inhabit them and continues in the battle-
field too. While the Rajput Durban is well lit with use of bright co-
lours and light coloured walls, the Khilji courtroom ambience is always
dark with the use of much subdued colours. Thus, signifying the Kh-
iljis as evil and the Rajputs as good and decent. This contrast is all the
more unequivocal as not a single good deed is shown to be performed
by Alauddin>s character and the Sultanate while on the other hand not
a single bad deed is showcased on the Rajput side. This establishes and
maintains a reading with the audience that the Rajputs never do any
wrong or conversely, that no action by the Rajputs can ever be wrong.

Later, this becomes the backbone for the justification of the act of Jau-

har. A film where colour plays such an important role, it is little wonder
that a significant plot point of the film happens during Holi, the festi-
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val of colours. The shift in narrative is also emphasised by the change
in colour donned by Alauddin, which for the first time is all-white.
This can be read as a hint to the viewer that something important is
about to happen. And it does happen in the form of Alauddin>s char-
acter smearing his entire face with saffron coloured gulal (holi colour).
His saffronidised face symbolizes a peace mask that he is wearing in
order to dupe the other side.

When Padmavati>s reflection is shown to Alauddin, her costume is white,
a color which represents purity, cleanliness, peace and knowledge (Ver-
ma, 2014). So through the use of white, this act of being looked at by the
‘other man” (Alauddin) is given the noble texture similar to a widow in
Hindu society who sacrifices all beauty and colour in respect for a dead
husband.

It is important to note here that Bhansali also uses the colour white in
instances where there is an act of deception involved. While the character
is dressed in white, putting on a facade of being friendly and benign, in
reality there are ulterior motives that are being brewed and put to order.

After the kidnapping of Ratan Singh, Padmavati takes the decision to
travel to Delhi (Khilji's Capital) in order to retrieve him. Her unorthodox
decision stands out just as she stands out visually, in a saffron odhni, sym-
bolising her sacrifice and establishing her moral superiority vis-a-vis other
women who are all dressed in red. When the news of Padmavati travel-
ling to Delhi reaches the injured Alauddin, he is seen wearing white while
being tended to by his wife Mehrunnissa who is in the colour dark red.
This is a throwback to the Padmavati and Ratan Singh disagreements, as
the two characters have disagreements of their own over Padmavati. This
also forebodes her intention to betray Alauddin. When Padmavati arrives
in Delhi she is seen in a black shaw], signifying her plotting and scheming
to free Ratan Singh. Accompanying her are 800 daasis, who in fact are
800 soldiers hiding beneath red odhnis which they discard to reveal their
saffron coloured robes, symbolizing their renunciation of the world and
their eventual suicidal mission. When Alauddin returns to Chittor with
his army to capture Padmavati and all hope is lost, Padmavati seeks per-
mission from Ratan Singh to do Jauhar (mass suicide by self-immolation).
She is dressed in the colour saffron, like the Rajput warriors, symbolis-
ing her renunciation of the world and her ascension as a deity.

On one hand is the sea of red that the women including Pamavati are
dressed in and on the other are Alauddin and his soldiers The red that
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the women are draped in, once again signifies their purity and courage,
as they decide to enter the pyre and self-immolate themselves rather than
outlive their male guardians. Even Padmavati’s widow caretaker, who ap-
pears in shades of greys and blues throughout the film, is donning the co-
lour red. Once the communal fire has been lit, what follows is a ten-min-
ute choreographed sequence of Padmavati and the other women of the
fort, all dressed in red, perhaps their bridal attires, walking with glassy
eyes and a steely resolve towards the jauhar kund. Their faces are radiant
with saffron glow from flames of the pyre. The slow motion shots, the
choreographed movement and the use of a specific colour palette all con-
tribute towards making the climax sequence one that the audience cannot
help but marvel at. The last shot of the film sees the silhouette of Pad-
mavati engulfed in the saffron colour of the pyre, thus symbolising, as
per Padmavati’'s character “ultimate victory for Chittor and the biggest
defeat for Alauddin.

Conclusion

A thorough reading of Padmaavat as a visual text and his use
of colour in the film>s narrative reveals that Bhansali has used a very
specific colour palette. The purpose of the colour palette goes beyond the
obvious understanding that it is a decision made to increase the aesthetic
appeal of the film. Apart from creating a visually cohesive design, the
carefully thought out use of colour contributes to the final audience
takeaway. By choosing colours that signify defined ideas and thoughts
in the dominant collective psyche, Bhansali is able to construct as well
as build upon meanings and associations for the various characters.
This use of colour, adds another layer of meaning that the audience
deciphers subconsciously. The audience comes to abhor the character
of Alauddin not solely on the narrative, but also by the subliminal
messages being conveyed through the use of colour that paint him as
the other; as someone to be detested and frowned upon. Similarly, the
characters of Ratan Singh and Padmavati garner praise and appreciation as
the colours they are draped in associate them with purity, dignity and sacr
ifice. Bhansali uses colours that have precise connotations and associations
and thus is able to construct identities and an understanding of which, the
audience latches on to instantly. However a detailed understanding of
the film in this context requires a separate investigation, a fresh research
paper altogether.
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