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ABSTRACT  

This research paper explores the integration of folk music in Hindi films directed by Vishal 

Bhardwaj, a film maker renowned for his culturally resonant adaptations. Bhardwaj’s films, 

such as Maqbool (2003), Omkara (2006), and Haider (2014), employ folk music not merely as a 

stylistic element but as a narrative device that enhances cultural authenticity, emotional depth, 

and thematic resonance. The paper examines how Bhardwaj adapts regional folk traditions, 

particularly from North India, to reflect socio-political contexts and character identities. 

Through a qualitative analysis of his film soundtracks, interviews, and cinematic techniques, the 

study highlights the interplay between folk music and storytelling. The methodology includes 

content analysis of selected films, focusing on musical composition, lyrical content, and cultural 

symbolism. The findings reveal that Bhardwaj’s use of folk music bridges traditional Indian 

aesthetics with modern cinematic narratives, challenging the dominance of mainstream 

Bollywood music. This research contributes to understanding how folk music in Hindi cinema 

preserves cultural heritage while addressing contemporary issues. It underscores Bhardwaj’s 

role as an auteur who redefines the sonic landscape of Indian cinema through folk traditions. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Hindi cinema, popularly known as Bollywood, has long been a melting pot of cultural 

expressions, with music serving as a cornerstone of its narrative structure. Among its diverse 

musical influences, folk music holds a unique place, reflecting India’s rich regional traditions. 

Vishal Bhardwaj, a multifaceted filmmaker, composer, and lyricist, stands out for his innovative 

use of folk music in films like Maqbool, Omkara, Haider. Unlike mainstream Bollywood’s 

reliance on popular and Western-influenced music, Bhardwaj integrates folk elements to ground 

his narratives in India’s cultural and social realities. 
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This paper investigates how Bhardwaj adopts folk music to enhance storytelling, cultural 

identity, and emotional resonance in his films. It addresses the research question: How does 

Vishal Bhardwaj utilize folk music to enrich the narrative and cultural dimensions of his Hindi 

films? The study focuses on his Shakespearean trilogy (Maqbool, Omkara, Haider ) where folk 

music plays a pivotal role.The objectives are to: 

 Analyse the role of folk music in narrative development and character portrayal. 

 Explore the cultural and socio-political significance of folk traditions in Bhardwaj’s films. 

 Assess the impact of folk music on audience engagement and cinematic authenticity. 

The introduction contextualizes Bhardwaj’s work within the broader landscape of Hindi cinema, 

where folk music has historically been overshadowed by classical and pop influences. It 

highlights his background as a music composer and his sensitivity to regional traditions, which 

informs his directorial vision. The significance of this study lies in its exploration of folk music 

as a tool for cultural preservation and narrative innovation, offering insights into how regional art 

forms can thrive in globalized cinematic spaces. 

Review of Literature : 

The literature review synthesizes existing research on folk music in Hindi cinema, Vishal 

Bhardwaj’s filmmaking, and the intersection of music and narrative in Indian films.  

Key themes include: 

 Folk Music in Hindi Cinema: 

Studies like Duggal (2016) emphasize that Hindi film music has historically drawn from folk 

traditions, but its use has often been superficial, serving as background or spectacle rather than a 

narrative tool. Booth (2008) notes that folk music in Bollywood often reflects rural identities but 

is frequently diluted to appeal to urban audiences. In contrast, Bhardwaj’s approach, as discussed 

in Orsini and Schofield (2015), integrates folk music to preserve cultural authenticity while 

addressing modern themes. 

 Vishal Bhardwaj’s Cinematic Style: 

Bhardwaj’s films are celebrated for their adaptation of Shakespearean plays into Indian contexts, 

as explored by Trivedi (2020) and Verma (2005). His use of music, particularly in Omkara and 

Haider, is analysed by Hogan (2023), who highlights how Bhardwaj employs folk elements to 

evoke emotional and cultural resonance. The paper The Sacred and the Profane in Omkara 

(2010) discusses how folk music in Omkara juxtaposes sacred and secular themes, enhancing the 

film’s tragic tone. 

 Music as Narrative Device:  

Research by Morcom (2017) underscores music’s role in Hindi cinema as a storytelling 

mechanism, shaping character arcs and cultural contexts. In Manipuri cinema, folk music like 

Pena Phamshak serves as a symbolic narrative element, a technique mirrored in Bhardwaj’s 

work. Bhardwaj’s compositions, such as the use of Bhojpuri folk in Omkara, align with this 

tradition, embedding regional identity into universal narratives. 

 Cultural and Socio-Political Contexts:  
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Patel (2020) argues that contemporary Hindi cinema increasingly addresses social issues through 

music, with folk elements highlighting marginalized voices. Bhardwaj’s Haider uses Kashmiri 

folk music to reflect the region’s political turmoil, as noted by Hussain (2023).  

The literature reveals a gap in comprehensive studies focusing exclusively on Bhardwaj’s use of 

folk music across his filmography. This paper fills this gap by analyzing his deliberate 

integration of folk traditions to enhance narrative depth and cultural authenticity. 

Research Methodology: 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, using content analysis and textual analysis to 

examine the adoption of folk music in Vishal Bhardwaj’s films.The methodology includes: 

Selection of Films:  

Four films are selected for analysis: Maqbool (2003), Omkara (2006), Haider (2014). These 

films represent Bhardwaj’s diverse use of folk music across different regional and thematic 

contexts. 

Data Collection: 

 Film Analysis:The soundtracks of the selected films are analyzed for their folk music 

elements, including instruments (e.g., dholak, harmonium), lyrical content, and regional 

influences (e.g., Bhojpuri, Kashmiri, Haryanvi). 

 Interviews and Secondary Sources: Bhardwaj’s interviews, production notes, and scholarly 

articles provide insights into his creative process and musical choices. 

 Audience Reception: Reviews and audience feedback from platforms like IMDb and film 

journals are examined to gauge the impact of folk music on viewer engagement. 

Analytical Framework: 

 Narrative Analysis: 

 Examines how folk music shapes character development and plot progression (e.g., the song 

“Bismil” in Haider as a theatrical protest). 

 Cultural Analysis: Explores how folk music reflects regional identities and socio-political 

themes (e.g., Haryanvi folk in Matru Ki Bijlee KaMandola critiquing land acquisition). 

 Musical Analysis: Analyzes the composition, instrumentation, and lyrical adaptation of folk 

elements, drawing on musicological frameworks by Booth (2008). 

Data Analysis: A thematic coding approach identifies recurring motifs, such as cultural identity, 

emotional depth, and socio-political commentary. The analysis compares folk music’s role 

across the selected films, highlighting Bhardwaj’s evolving approach. 

Limitations:  

The study is limited to Bhardwaj’s directorial works and may not fully capture audience 

perceptions due to reliance on secondary data. Future research could include primary audience 

surveys. 
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CONCLUSION: 

The analysis reveals that Vishal Bhardwaj’s adoption of folk music transcends aesthetic 

embellishment, serving as a narrative and cultural cornerstone in his films. In Maqbool, folk-

inspired qawwalis enhance the tragic undertones of the Mumbai underworld. In Omkara, 

Bhojpuri folk songs like “NainaThagLenge” underscore themes of betrayal and casteism, 

grounding the Shakespearean adaptation in rural Uttar Pradesh. Haider uses Kashmiri folk music, 

such as “Bismil,” to weave political commentary into the narrative, reflecting the region’s 

conflict. His use of folk music preserves regional traditions while making them accessible to 

global audiences. The study highlights his role as an auteur who bridges traditional and modern 

cinematic forms, contributing to the preservation of India’s cultural heritage. Future research 

could explore how other contemporary filmmakers adopt folk music or compare Bhardwaj’s 

approach with regional Indian cinemas. 
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