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It’s impossible to record the transition in the socio-political
and cultural landscape of India in general and Bengal in
particular without taking into account the contribution of
Satyajit Ray. As author Peter Rainer says, ‘In Ray’s films the
old and the new are inextricably joined. This is the great
theme of all his movies: the way the past in India forever
bleeds through the present.’
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Today, Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood, has found
a global market. But it may be useful to remember that if
anyone can be credited with putting Indian cinema on the
world map, it is Satyajit Ray. He pioneered a whole new
sensibility about films and filmmaking that compelled the
world to reshape its perception of Indian cinema. ‘What
we need,’ he wrote in 1947, before he ever directed a film,
‘is a style, an idiom, a part of the iconography of cinema
which would be uniquely and recognizably Indian.’ This
he achieved, and yet, like all great artists, his films went
beyond the frontiers of countries and cultures.

His contribution to the cultural scene in India is limited not just to his work as a director. He was the Renaissance man
of independent India. As a film-maker he handled almost all the departments on his own – he wrote the screenplay and
dialogues for his film, he composed his own music, designed the promotional material for his films, designed his own
posters, went on to handle the cinematography and editing, was actively involved in the costumes (literally sketching
each and every costume in a film). He was a master at calligraphy who designed a font credited to him, Ray Roman.
He was a writer par excellence and continues to be best-selling author even today. He is probably the finest writer for
children India has had since independence. In Feluda, Professor Shonku or Tarini Khuro, he has created some of the
most enduring characters in fiction. The legacy of Ray far exceeds the films he made. In fact, he arrived with formidable
inheritance. His grandfather Upendrakishore Ray Chowdhury was a writer, publisher who invented halftone printing
in India. His father Sukumar Ray was a writer, illustrator and author of nonsense verse that almost all Bengali children
know by heart. Ray inherited their talent and some more.
It is to the art of masters like Ray we can turn to for an understanding of our fellow men, for lessons on empathy for the
universe and for mankind. That he was appreciated across cultures despite being firmly rooted in his own reinforces
our belief that the commonalities we share far transcend our differences. That it is possible to maintain and respect
each other’s individuality and yet become part of the bigger dialogue. We have much to learn from Ray’s vision of critical
openness.
The films he made in the first ten years of his career
marked him out as a true universalist and humanist. There
were, in this phase, no heroes or villains in his films, no
clear tones of black and white, just a rare, almost feminine
and objective understanding of human suffering. As T.G.
Vaidyanathan said, ‘He gave us the ability to see the truth
… he taught us the most elementary and yet most difficult
of truths that to be a true Indian it is first necessary to be
a citizen of the world.’
In the next phase came the urban contemporary films –
Nayak, Aranyer Din Ratri, Pratidwandi, Seemabaddha, Jana
Aranya – informed by his understanding of the tumultuous
times the nation and his state, Bengal, was going through.
There was more than a hint of his disillusionment with
the state of affairs and unlike the protagonists of the Apu
trilogy, the city films came with characters who had a
morally grey outlook.
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This disenchantment became more pronounced in the
third and final phase of his career, with traces of cynicism
seen in his films like Ganashatru (1989) and Shakha
Prashakha (1990), where he is talking about the ‘colours of
money’ and the corruption that had entered our political
and social fabric. This was also the phase he created two
of the most telling antagonists in his cinema – Sandip
in Ghare Baire - (1984) and Nishith in Ganashatru. And
though made over thirty years ago, aspects of the films
– the hyper-nationalism, pandering to religious bigotry
and superstition to further petty personal interests –
remain frighteningly contemporary and relevant. What
is interesting about these two unmitigated villains is
that they were essayed by actors who had hitherto been
‘heroes’ in his films: Soumitra Chatterjee (Ghare Baire) was
of course Ray’s ‘one-man stock company’ and Dhritiman
Chaterji (Ganashatru) whose portrayal of the angry young
man in Pratidwandi (1970) had made him the poster boy of
the radical left in the turbulent 1970s.

It was with Agantuk (1992 ), his final film, that the director came back to express the essential humanism of his worldview that informed his early films. The last three film in Satyajit Ray’s filmography – Ganashatru, Shakha Prashakha and
Agantuk – in fact make for a trilogy of their own. It was as if he was looking to articulate his take on contemporary reality
and reflect on his personal ideals vis-à-vis the reality around him. As Andrew Robinson says in his Ray biography The
Inner Eye: ‘… Ray … had become committed – something his left-wing critics in Bengal had always required of him – to
speaking urgently about the political and social issues that agitated him.’
Of these Agantuk stands out for being a distillation of all of
Ray’s beliefs. Like all great films, the story is simple. Anila
Bose who lives in south Calcutta receives a letter, written
by someone who claims to be her long-lost uncle, and who
tells her that he is coming over to stay with her family for
a few days. The letter and his arrival animate different
responses: Anila’s son Babloo is excited, her husband
Sudhindra Bose is sceptical of the stranger’s motives,
Anila herself is undecided. Is he really her uncle? Does he
have an ulterior motive?
The story is just a peg for the filmmaker to raise profoundly
philosophical questions on identity, faith, trust, religion,
nationalism, art, science, literature and travel. What is
civilization? Is a passport any guarantee of authenticity of
nationality? Like in one of his early films, Devi, Ray reasons
that religion is opium for the masses, and all it has done
is divided people. When confronted with the progress
made in space technology, he retorts: Is the success of
an Eskimo using opaque and transparent ice slabs for the
walls and windows of his igloo or that of a tribesman in a
forgotten back-of-beyond corner of the world in building a
hut protecting him from the elements any less formidable?
The film abounds in some of the master’s most iconic
moments. Consider the scene where is he is explaining
the phenomenon of eclipses to Babloo and his friends. In
the way Ray shoots the sequence, the magic of an eclipse
comes alive. In the words of the stranger, it is inexplicable,
‘the greatest magic trick in the entire universe’. Or the
word floccinaucinihilipilification heard near the end of
the film. It is a word that defines the core of the film, the
stranger’s dismissal of a civilization or society where a
29-letter alphabet means ‘something of little or no value’.
As Monomohan Mitra says, ‘That’s civilization for you.’
People aware of Ray’s fiction will recall the word in his story
‘The Maths Teacher, Mr Pink and Tipu’. Ray also referred
to the word in a letter he wrote in 1929 to a cousin. It was
obviously a word that fascinated him deeply.
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But by far the pièce de resistance is the scene where
Sudhindra’s lawyer friend, Pritwish (Dhritiman Chaterji in a
scene-chewing turn), questions the stranger, and unable to
break his façade ultimately insults him. As all masks and
gloves come off, the tension reaches great heights with Ray
openly asking, through the stranger: What is civilization? Who
has the right to be called civilized? To the credit of the director,
he makes this scene, entirely devoid of action, work brilliantly
thanks to the scintillating dialogue. So terrific is the writing
that Ray, worried that it would be difficult for anyone else to
translate the same and get its nuances, wrote the subtitles for
the entire film himself. Ray, in fact, also sang a line from a
keertan articulating the different names of Krishna that Utpal
Dutt lip-synched to.

And then there’s the final sequence where Anila gets up to
dance with the Santhals. Writings on the film have argued
that Manomohan Mitra (brilliantly played by Utpal Dutt)
is in many ways an alter ego of the filmmaker himself. As
Philip Kemp said in Sight and Sound: ‘The end of Ray’s last
film takes us back to his starting points. The small Bengali
village, where boys play around a giant banyan tree, recalls
the world of young Apu, and the nearby Santiniketan …
is where the early 1940s, Ray attended Tagore’s pastoral
university … After this it is hard not to see Manomohan

final gesture as Ray’s own legacy, leaving us with the rich
inheritance of his films, and of the humanist tradition he
himself inherited from Tagore.’
It has been reported by people close to him that after the
film was shot, he told his wife, ‘That’s it. In this film I have
said all that I wanted to say. I don’t think I have anything
more to say.’ He passed away a few months later. The
master could not have given us a more fitting swansong.
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