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Abstract - Cinematography plays a pivotal role in shaping a film’s visual language, blending aesthetic composition,

lighting, framing, and camera movement to enhance narrative depth and emotional resonance. This study explores the
cinematographic techniques employed by P.C. Sreeram in Thevar Magan (1992), a seminal Tamil film that examines tradition,
power, and duty within a feudal rural society. Grounded in aesthetic film theory, the research adopts a qualitative approach,
analyzing key elements such as frame-line composition, focus, texture, depth perspective, shot duration, spatial orientation,
and lighting to assess their impact on storytelling. Sreeram’s masterful use of lighting manipulates mood and psychological
depth, while his framing and spatial orientation reinforce thematic contrasts between modernity and tradition. The film’s
temporal modifications in character, space, and light further enrich its visual storytelling, illustrating Sakthi’s transformation
from a reluctant outsider to a leader bound by duty. The study reveals that cinematographic aesthetics are integral to
narrative immersion, influencing audience engagement and emotional interpretation. Ultimately, this research underscores
the interplay between visual artistry and narrative substance, positioning Thevar Magan as a landmark in Tamil cinema and
reaffirming P.C. Sreeram’s role as a visionary cinematographer.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Cinematography is the mode, “of photographing motion pictures. The art of cinematography involves working
with three distinct sets of tools the camera, the film and the lighting” (Keating, 1). Cinematography is the skillful craft of
capturing the motion picture, where a sequence of images is composed to visually narrate a story. Similar to photography,
it demands a sharp eye, meticulous attention to details and a vivid imagination where, “a film is a series of motionless
image projected onto a screen so fast as to create in the mind of anyone watching the screen an impression of continuous
motion, such images being projected by a light shining through a corresponding series of images arranged on a continuous
band of flexible material” (Sparshott, 209). It not only captures images but also shapes the viewer's experience through
deliberate aesthetic choices. These choices, when aligned with aesthetic film theory, can elevate a film from mere
storytelling to a profound aesthetic experience.

Aesthetics in cinematography encompass the artistic and visual elements that elevate a film’s storytelling, mood,
and emotional depth. This involves the intentional use of composition, lighting, color, camera movement, framing, and
other stylistic techniques to craft a visually engaging experience. Cinematic aesthetics significantly influence the audiences
to interpret and engage with a film, helping to set the tone, reinforce themes, and create an immersive atmosphere where
every frame feels meaningful and expressive. As Wang says, “Directors exploit the expressive elements to convey
meanings, values and feelings during the production. Explicitly, directors create and manipulate expressive elements
related to some aspects of visual or aural appeal to have perceptual or cognitive impact on the audience” (Wang, 606).

Cinematography is integral to the aesthetic construction of Tamil cinema, seamlessly integrating visual
storytelling with cultural richness to produce immersive cinematic experiences. The distinctive cinematographic style in
Tamil films is characterized by the strategic use of expressive framing, lighting techniques, color palettes, and innovative
camera movements, all of which serve to enhance narrative depth and evoke emotional resonance. Kollywood, the Tamil
film industry, is widely acclaimed for its distinctive cinematographic aesthetics, which blend cultural depth, realism, and
stylized visual storytelling. Over the decades, Tamil cinema has evolved significantly, incorporating global cinematic
influences while preserving its regional and artistic identity. A pivotal figure in this evolution is P.C. Sreeram, whose
innovative approach to lighting, framing, and camera movement has redefined visual storytelling in Tamil cinema. The
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cinematography of Kollywood continues to progress, seamlessly integrating traditional artistic sensibilities with modern
filmmaking techniques. Whether through raw realism, grand visual spectacles, or poetic narratives, Tamil cinema’s visual
language shaped in part by pioneers like Sreeram remains one of the most distinctive and influential in global cinema.

P.C. Sreeram is a highly esteemed cinematographer in the Kollywood film industry, renowned for his mastery in
crafting lighting and aesthetic compositions that enhance the visual artistry and cinematic appeal of a film. His expertise
extends across multiple Indian film industries, having contributed as a cinematographer in Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam,
Hindi, and Kannada cinema. In addition to his contributions as a cinematographer, Sreeram has also established himself as
a filmmaker, directing notable films such as Meera, Kuruthi Punal, and Vaanam Vasapadum. “PC Sreeram is unique in his
way of cinematography. He is well known for his lighting, framing, and composition” (Kumar, 2992).

P. C. Sreeram, an eminent Indian cinematographer and filmmaker, has profoundly influenced the aesthetic and
technical evolution of Indian cinema. Renowned for his innovative approaches to lighting and visual composition, Sreeram
has significantly shaped the cinematic visual approach. His ability to harmonize technical precision with narrative depth is
exemplified in the movie Thevar Magan, where his cinematography amplifies the film's thematic and emotional impact.
This study examines the cinematographic techniques employed by P.C. Sreeram in Thevar Magan, with a particular focus
on their aesthetic implications and artistic significance.

Thevar Magan (1992), directed by Bharathan and written by Kamal Haasan, is a seminal Tamil drama that
examines the interplay of tradition, power, and duty within a feudal rural society. The narrative centers on Sakthivel
Thevar (Kamal Haasan), a Western-educated man who returns to his ancestral village with aspirations to establish a
restaurant business alongside his girlfriend. However, he becomes entangled in the entrenched caste-based and political
rivalries that dominate his family’s legacy.

At the heart of the story is the conflict between Sakthivel’s progressive ideals and the rigid traditionalism
embodied by his father, Periya Thevar (Sivaji Ganesan), a revered village patriarch whose authority is challenged by
Chinna Thevar (Nassar) and his faction. As tensions escalate, Sakthivel initially resists involvement but is compelled to
assume his father’s leadership role following a series of tragic events. This transition forces him to confront the harsh
realities of power, violence, and sacrifice, culminating in his transformation into a custodian of his family's legacy. The film
is distinguished by its powerful performances, particularly those of Kamal Haasan and Sivaji Ganesan, as well as its
nuanced exploration of rural socio-political dynamics. P. C. Sreeram’s cinematography enhances the narrative's emotional
depth and visual authenticity through naturalistic lighting and earthy tones, while Ilaiyaraaja’s evocative score
underscores the film’s dramatic intensity.

A landmark in Tamil cinema, Thevar Magan received widespread critical acclaim and won five National Film
Awards, including Best Tamil Film and Best Supporting Actress for Revathi. It was also India’s official entry for the Best
Foreign Language Film category at the 65th Academy Awards. The film’s enduring influence is evident in its remakes
across multiple languages (Virasat in Hindi, Thandege Thakka Maga in Kannada, and Jageer in Pakistani Punjabi),
solidifying its place as a cultural touchstone in Indian cinema.

2 Research Methodology

The study adopts a qualitative research methodology, which is well-suited for analyzing the aesthetic dimensions
of cinematography, as it focuses on the interpretation of visual elements, artistic techniques, and narrative structures
within Thevar Magan. Grounded in aesthetic theory, the research examines how lighting, framing, composition, and color
grading contribute to the film’s emotional and thematic depth.

The qualitative approach involves systematic observation, classification, and analysis of the film’s visual language,
symbolic representation, and stylistic choices, aiming to uncover prevailing cinematic practices, artistic trends, and cause
effect relationships in the portrayal of tradition and conflict. By employing film analysis and interpretative techniques, this
study ensures an adequate and accurate assessment of the film’s aesthetic significance, offering deeper insights into P.C.
Sreeram’s cinematographic mastery and its role in shaping Tamil cinema’s visual identity.

The subsequent sections present a comprehensive analysis of the key cinematographic elements in Thevar Magan,
examined through the lens of aesthetic theory. This study explores how visual composition, lighting, framing, and color
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grading contribute to the film’s artistic expression and narrative depth, offering an in-depth evaluation of its cinematic
aesthetics.

3 Characteristics
3.1« Frame-Line:

The frame line in cinematography delineates the predetermined boundaries and aspect ratio that structure the
visual composition of a filmic image. Historically, the 1.33:1 aspect ratio was the standard in early cinema, whereas
contemporary filmmaking predominantly employs widescreen formats such as 1.85:1. Additionally, the Cinemascope
format (2.35:1) is frequently utilized to achieve a broader, more immersive visual scope. The choice of aspect ratio
significantly influences framing, spatial composition, and the overall aesthetic impact of a film.

Spottiswoode (1950) talks of the “Proportions of Composition” (142). This technique is evident in the opening
scene of the movie Thevar Magan, where the framing of the village landscape establishes a strong sense of place and
community, positioning characters within their socio-political context. The meticulous composition enables the audience
to visually engage with the power structures and interpersonal dynamics embedded within the narrative.

Fig -1: This frame shows how Sakthi is welcomed in the railway station by the village people with the traditional music
instruments and make the audience to visually engage with the power structures
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Fig -3: This shot establishes a strong sense of place and community, positioning characters within their socio-political
context.

3.2+ Focus:

In cinematography, focus refers to the sharpness and clarity of an image, determining which elements within the
frame are distinctly defined and which remain blurred. It functions as a vital storytelling mechanism, guiding the viewer’s
attention to specific subjects or details, thereby reinforcing narrative depth and compositional intent.

Arnheim (1957) discusses the “Manipulation of Focus” (p. 125), highlighting its role in shaping audience
perception and emotional engagement. This technique is effectively employed in the movie Thevar Magan during the
intense panchayat meeting scene, where Sakthi (Kamal Haasan) confronts Mayan (Nassar). As Sakthi asserts his
determination, the focus subtly shifts to his face, isolating him from the background, which gradually blurs. This deliberate
focus transition heightens the emotional gravity of the moment, visually reinforcing his resolve while diminishing external
distractions, thereby deepening the audience’s connection to the character’s internal conflict.

Fig -4: Master shot shows the heat of the issue.
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3.3« Texture:

Texture refers to the visual and tactile qualities of an image, shaping the representation of surfaces, materials, and
atmospheric conditions within a film. As a critical aesthetic component, texture significantly contributes to perceived
depth, realism, and emotional resonance, thereby enriching the overall sensory engagement and interpretive depth of the
visual narrative. Through the intentional manipulation and strategic capture of texture, cinematographers construct a
more immersive cinematic experience, employing it as a vital tool to elicit specific emotional responses and thematic
interpretations, ultimately strengthening the audience’s connection to the film’s visual storytelling.

Bordwell and Thompson (1990) examine the role of texture in film, particularly how the selection of film stock
influences a film’s aesthetic presentation and visual tone (156). This technique is effectively demonstrated in Thevar
Magan, where the textural richness of rural landscapes, traditional architecture, and earthy color palettes reinforces the
film’s cultural authenticity and visual realism. The film’s tactile dimension is especially evident in sequences depicting
characters traversing vast fields or interacting with traditional elements such as clay pots and rustic interiors. These
meticulous textural details serve to establish a profound sensory connection to the environment, enhancing the film'’s
commitment to realism and socio-cultural representation, thereby deepening audience immersion.

Fig -6: Fig-7:

3.4 ¢« Duration of the Shot:

In cinematography, shot duration refers to the temporal length a single shot remains on screen before
transitioning to the next. This aspect of filmmaking plays a pivotal role in shaping the pacing, rhythmic flow, and audience
engagement within a narrative. The duration of a shot is influenced by various factors, including narrative structure, genre
conventions, editing techniques, and directorial intent, all of which contribute to the overall cinematic experience and
storytelling effectiveness.

Nilsen (1937) discusses shot duration within his classification of “The Time Factor” (65), which encompasses slow
motion, fast motion, and time-lapse effects, highlighting how temporal manipulation enhances cinematic storytelling. This
technique is exemplified in Thevar Magan during the climactic confrontation between Sakthi (Kamal Haasan) and Mayan
(Nassar). Cinematographer P.C. Sreeram strategically employs extended shots to heighten dramatic tension, allowing the
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audience to fully absorb the emotional gravity of Sakthi’s dilemma before he ultimately takes action. The prolonged shot
duration intensifies the moment, reinforcing the character’s internal conflict and deepening audience immersion in the
scene’s psychological complexity.

4 Spatial Elements
4.1+ Orientation (Angle, Height, Rotation, and Apparent Distance):

Orientation in cinematography refers to the camera's role in establishing the positioning, movement, and
perspective of subjects within a structured spatial environment. It is a critical component in defining the spatial
relationships between characters, objects, and their surroundings, ultimately shaping the audience's perception of depth,
motion, and narrative coherence within the visual composition.

This approach is especially prominent in scenes that convey power dynamics, as exemplified in Thevar Magan
(1992). When Periya Thevar (Sivaji Ganesan) addresses his followers, the use of low-angle shots reinforces his dominance
and authoritative presence. In contrast, his adversaries are often framed using high-angle shots, visually diminishing their
stature and highlighting their vulnerability and subordination. Through such deliberate spatial orientation and camera
positioning, the film effectively accentuates hierarchical structures and character relationships, enhancing the thematic
depth of its storytelling.

Fig -9: High angle shot shows how the Periya Thevar family is vulnerable and enhances the depth.

4.1+ Depth Perspective:

Depth perspective encompasses the techniques utilized to simulate three-dimensional space within the
limitations of a two-dimensional film frame. It serves a crucial function in enhancing visual depth, defining spatial
relationships, and fostering immersive engagement, allowing filmmakers to deliberately shape the audience’s perception
of distance, scale, and movement within a cinematic composition.

Nilsen explores the concept of perspective in relation to focal length under the classification of “The Optical
Design of the Image” (55), emphasizing its technical significance in shaping visual depth. This principle is effectively
demonstrated in Thevar Magan during the village festival sequences, where characters are strategically positioned at
varying distances from the camera. This layered composition creates a heightened sense of spatial depth and movement,
immersing viewers in the vibrancy and dynamism of the bustling environment. Through such calibrated use of depth
perspective, the film reinforces both its narrative realism and cultural authenticity.

Fig -10: Fig-11:
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Fig -12: Characters are placed in the different places during the festival time. All are not together all time during the
festival time.

4.2 « Surface Composition:

Surface composition refers to the deliberate arrangement of objects, shapes, and spatial elements within the two-
dimensional plane of the image, influencing visual balance and narrative expression. Arnheim (1957) examines this
concept through his discussion of "decorative surface patterns,” emphasizing their role in the reduction of depth
perspective (p. 130).

This technique is effectively applied in Thevar Magan, particularly in scenes depicting family tensions, such as
during dinner conversations. Cinematographer P.C. Sreeram utilizes carefully composed framing to reflect character
dynamics and emotional undercurrents. For instance, physical distance between characters within the frame serves as a
visual metaphor for emotional estrangement, reinforcing the narrative’s thematic depth and interpersonal conflicts.

Fig -13: Distance between the Thevar family and Bhanu is comparatively more.

5 Light

Light refers to the intentional manipulation of illumination to construct the visual composition of a scene. As a
fundamental cinematic element, it plays a pivotal role in shaping mood, tone, depth, and narrative expression. Light
governs visibility, contrast, and texture, while simultaneously guiding the audience’s attention toward key subjects and
emotions within the cinematic frame.

Lindgren (1963) identifies three primary characteristics of lighting, stating that "there are three principal ways in
which the cameraman can control his lighting: in direction, in intensity, and in degree of diffusion” (125). These elements
collectively influence a film's aesthetic and emotional resonance, as demonstrated in Thevar Magan (1992), where
cinematographer P.C. Sreeram employs varied lighting techniques to enhance narrative depth and character dynamics.
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Through the meticulous application of lighting techniques, the movie Thevar Magan achieves a visually immersive and
emotionally resonant storytelling experience, demonstrating the critical role of light in shaping cinematic expression.

5.1 « Quality of Light (Hard vs. Soft):

e Soft lighting is prominently used in intimate moments between Sakthi and Bhanu (Gautami), creating a warm,
romantic ambiance.

e Conversely, harsh lighting intensifies confrontational scenes, heightening tension and emphasizing emotional
conflicts.

5.2« Contrast Ratio:

e The interplay of light and shadow is particularly striking during the climactic confrontation between Sakthi and
Mayan.

e The stark contrast across their faces visually reinforces the heightened emotional stakes, deepening the
psychological intensity of their conflict.

5.3« Direction of Light:

e Strategic side lighting is employed in moments of realization and anger, such as Periya Thevar’s discovery of
Sakthi’s decisions.
e This technique accentuates facial expressions, illuminating inner turmoil and character depth.

5.4« Colorin Cinematography (Realistic, Psychological, and Cultural):

e The film’s color palette holds cultural and psychological significance.
e Earthy tones dominate rural settings, reinforcing authenticity and tradition, while vibrant colors enhance festive
sequences, eliciting emotional engagement and emphasizing cultural richness.

Fig -14: Soft Lighting is used during intimate scenes in-between Sakthi and Bhanu.

Fig -15: During the climax scene the protagonist and antagonist are placed in light and shadow to show the intensity of the
conflict.
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Fig -16: One side lighting is used to capture the expression of the Periya Thevar due to the decision taken by Sakthi to
open the temple. It explicit how to face the consequences in the panchayat.

6 Temporal Elements

Temporal modification in character, spatial elements, and lighting is a crucial cinematographic tool that enhances
narrative progression, emotional depth, and thematic complexity. By altering these elements over time, filmmakers craft a
visually immersive and psychologically compelling experience for the audience.

Temporal elements pertain to the manipulation of time, pacing, and rhythm within a film’s narrative. Modification
within these elements refers to how a character’s development, spatial relationships, and lighting evolve over time,
shaping the film’s visual storytelling and thematic depth.

6.1+« Temporal Modification in Characteristics:

Temporal modification in character refers to how a character’s physical, psychological, or emotional
transformation is visually represented over time through cinematographic techniques.

Sakthi (Kamal Haasan) transforms from an educated, modernized youth to a traditional village leader. This
transition is emphasized through gradual changes in costume, body language, and cinematographic choices, such as
increased use of earthy tones and solemn framing as his responsibilities grow. As Sakthi evolves throughout the film from
a reluctant heir to a decisive leader Sreeram modifies shot characteristics to reflect this growth. For instance, early scenes
feature more static shots that become dynamic as Sakthi gains confidence.

6.2« Temporal Modification in Spatial Elements:

Spatial elements in cinematography refer to the arrangement and movement of characters and objects within a
frame. Over time, these spatial relationships can be modified to reflect shifting power dynamics, emotional changes, or
narrative progression.

During the early family gatherings, characters are placed symmetrically, signifying unity. As conflicts escalate,
spatial composition changes characters are positioned at opposite ends of the frame, visually emphasizing their emotional
and ideological divide.

6.3+ Temporal Modification in Light Elements:

Lighting is a dynamic storytelling tool that evolves throughout a film to reflect changes in mood, theme, and
character psychology.

In the beginning, soft, natural lighting dominates, reflecting the peaceful rural setting. As power struggles emerge,
high-contrast lighting with deep shadows is introduced, visually reinforcing tension and internal conflict. Lighting changes
throughout key moments in the film; for example, during Sakthi's internal conflict about taking over his father's legacy,
lighting shifts from soft to harsh as he grapples with his identity and responsibilities.
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P. C. Sreeram’s cinematography in the movie Thevar Magan exemplifies how deliberate aesthetic choices can
significantly enhance a film’s narrative and emotional impact. By skillfully employing elements such as framing, focus,
lighting, and camera angles, Sreeram elevates the storytelling, creating a visually compelling and emotionally resonant
experience. This analysis demonstrates that Thevar Magan stands as a testament to the power of cinematography in
shaping the aesthetic landscape of Indian cinema, solidifying its place as a classic.

7. CONCLUSIONS

Through a comprehensive analysis of P.C. Sreeram’s cinematographic techniques in Thevar Magan, this study
establishes that cinematography transcends its technical function to emerge as a profound artistic discipline,
fundamentally shaping narrative interpretation, emotional depth, and audience engagement. Sreeram'’s adept integration
of technical precision and aesthetic sensibility underscores how cinematographic elements—when meticulously aligned
with a film’s thematic foundation—have the capacity to elevate a narrative from conventional storytelling to a form of
visual poetry.

Furthermore, this study emphasizes the evolution of cinematographic aesthetics in Tamil cinema, illustrating how
the industry has successfully blended regional authenticity with global cinematic influences. P.C. Sreeram’s pioneering
contributions to Kollywood’s visual language continue to influence contemporary filmmakers, ensuring that the legacy of
aesthetic cinematography remains integral to the identity of Tamil cinema. As Thevar Magan endures as an exemplar of
the power of visual storytelling, it reaffirms the transformative impact of cinematography in shaping the artistic and
cultural discourse of Indian cinema.
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