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Last of the Legends: Mrinal Sen 
Suhrid Sankar Chattopadhyay 

 

 

(This tribute to Mrina l Sen was 
published in ‘Frontline’ 
magazine on 17 Janua ry 2019.) 

 

For Mrina l Sen , the  switch  from  a  regula r n ine -to-five  existe nce  to  the  rocky pa th  
lead ing to  im m orta lity in  the  world  of cinem a happened  in  the  unlike lie st of p laces—
in fron t of a  fu ll-length  m irror in  a  tiny hote l room  in  Jhansi. Working as a  m edica l 
representa tive  in  Kanpur for a  pharm aceutica l firm , he  had  a  m om ent of ep iphany 
one  fine  day when he  was on  tour. Years la te r, reca lling tha t m om ent whe n he  sta red  
deep  in to the  eyes of the  m an in  the  m irror and  told  h im  wha t he  tru ly fe lt, Sen  wrote : 
“I rem em ber the  ta lk I had  with  h im . I sa id , huge ly in trigued: ‘There  you  a re , Mr Mrina l 
Sen , one  who read  a  lot on  cinem a, wrote  substan tia lly on  its  aesthe tics…. Now, he re  
you  a re  Mr Se n , a  da wa i-wa lla h [m edicine  se lle r] who once  wanted  to  be  a  film -
m aker!’… I cried . Cried like  a  ch ild . All a lone  in  a  hote l room  in  Jhansi! Afte r th ree  days, 
I sen t a  long te legram  to the  m anagem en t in  Bom bay and  resigned .” 

Thus began  the  ca ree r of one  of the  m ost fa scina ting, tra il-b la zing film -m akers of 
Indian  cinem a h istory, though for Mrina l Se n  film -m aking cou ld  ha rd ly be  conside red  
a  ca ree r; it was m ore  like  an  a ll-consum ing passion  tha t was an  end  in  itse lf. Deeply 
politica l, trium pha ntly iconoclastic, stubborn ly unapologe tic, rad ica l, 
uncom prom ising and  tota lly fea rless, he  charted  out h is own course , often  
stum bling, som etim e s crash ing in  fa ilure , bu t forever rising phoenix-like  to  stun  the  
audience  with  anothe r m aste rp iece . 

In  a  ca ree r spanning six decades, with  such  classics as Ba ishey Shra va na  (The 
Wedding Day), Bhuva n Shome (Mr Shom e), Interview, Ca lcutta  71, Pa da tik (Urban 
Guerilla ), Chorus, Mriga ya  (The  Roya l Hunt), Ekdin Pra tidin (A Day Like  Any 
Other), Aaka ler Sa ndha ne (In  Search  of Fam ine), and  Khandha r (The  Ruins), he  
sha tte red  old  trad itions and  dogm as and  in troduced  a  new wave  of film -m aking in  

https://janataweekly.org/author/suhridsankarchattopadhyay/


Page 2 of 9 

India . On Decem ber 30, 2018, the  m an who a long with  Sa tya jit Ray and  Ritwik Gha tak 
form ed the  grea t trium vira te  of Indian  cine m a on  the  globa l stage  brea thed  h is la st. 
He  was 95. 

In te restingly, un like  h is in te llectua l spa rring pa rtne r and  friend , the  grea t Sa tya jit Ray, 
whose  ve ry first film , Pa ther Pa ncha li, won h im  im m e dia te  in te rna tiona l recognition , 
Sen’s first venture  wa s a  d isaste r. Ra a t Bhore (The  Dawn) was re leased  in  1955, the  
sam e  year a s Pa ther Pa ncha li, bu t eve n  a  sta r cast including the  legendary Uttam  
Kum ar, Chhabi Biswas, Chhaya  Devi and  Sabitri Cha tte rjee  cou ld  not re scue  the  film . 
Sen  h im se lf ca lled  it the  b iggest of a ll d isaste rs and , yea rs la te r, wrote : “Having m ade 
such  a  lousy film , I reckoned  I had  hum ilia ted  m yse lf.” Down, but never out, he  
bounced  back three  yea rs la te r with  Neel Aka sher Neechey (Under the  Blue  Sky), a  sad-
swee t story of an  im poverished  Chinese  im m igrant living in  Kolka ta  (then  Ca lcutta ) 
during the  la st days of British  ru le  in  India . Although Jawaharla l Nehru  apparently 
en joyed  the  film , it was neverthe less banne d  for a  few m onths during the  esca la tion  
of tension  be tween India  and  Ch ina . The  film  was we ll-rece ived  by the  public, bu t 
Sen’s own a ttitude  towards it rem ained  te p id . It was with  Ba ishey Shra va na  (1960) 
tha t Mrina l Sen  the  d irector cam e  in to h is own. It depicted  the  tragedy of a  m iddle -
aged , once-a ffluent m an and  h is te enage  bride  unfo ld ing under the  loom ing spectre  
of the  te rrib le  fam ine  of 1943. The  film , which  was screened  in  in te rna tiona l film  
festiva ls, in troduced  a  new force  in  pa ra lle l cinem a to  the  globa l stage . Although life  
was a  struggle  for Sen  even  a fte r its  success, the  film s kept com ing throughout the  
1960s, the  m ost no tab le  am ong them  be ing Aka sh Kusum (Up in  the  Clouds, 
1965), Ma tira  Ma nisha  (Man of the  Soil, 1966) and , a rguably, h is m ost popula r 
m aste rp iece  Bhuva n Shome (1969). 

Bhuva n Shome, a  lyrica l and  profound Hind i m ovie  depicting the  transform ation  of a  
severe , unbend ing dyed-in-the -wool civil se rvant in to a  m ore  hum ane  and  receptive  
ind ividua l, is  un ive rsa lly conside red  a  m ilestone  in  Ind ian  cinem a tha t paved  the  way 
for the  Indian  New Wave . “I th ink Mrina l Sen  was huge ly im portan t in  the  way Bhuva n 
Shome ushered  in  a  new wave  of film -m aking in  India . Of course , p rior to  tha t the re  
were  som e exceptiona l film s, bu t Bhuva n Shome in troduced  a  se t of new possib ilitie s 
in  te rm s of na rra tive , cha racte risa tion , shot-taking, ed iting and  sound e ngine ering. 
This was a lso a  sh ift from  his own style  a nd  experim en ta tions which  preceded  it,” 
Madhuja  Mukherjee , film -m aker and  he ad  of the  Departm e nt of Film  Studies, 
Jadavpur University, told  Frontline. 
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The  1970s saw one  of the  m ost rad ica l, po litica l and  crea tive  pe riods in  Sen’s film -
m aking ca ree r. It was in  th is pe riod  tha t h is un ique  style  of m aking m ovies becam e 
m ore  de fined  and  was stre tched  to  the  lim its of conventiona lity. “Sen’s cinem atic 
style  is  m arked  by h is  consisten t engagem ent with  the  va rious aspects of urbanity—
specifica lly in  the  con text of a  tum ultuous Ca lcu tta—his way of taking h is cam era  to 
the  stree ts, which  wa s possib le  prim arily because  of two reasons, the  advent of the  
Arriflex cam era  in  India  and  the  dexte rous handling of the  equipm e nt by h is 
cinem atographer K.K. Maha jan , and  h is in te rest in  a  d iscursive  m ode  of film -m aking 
tha t re sists  the  tem pta tions offe red  by the  classica l na rra tive ,” sa id  Parichay Pa tra , 
film  schola r and  Assistan t Professor, Departm ent of Hum an itie s and  Socia l Sciences, 
BITS Pilan i, Goa  cam pus. 

Mr in a l Se n ’s  El Dora d o  

Sen  loved  Ca lcutta  with  a ll its  com plexitie s  and  contrad ictions and  saw in  it, a s he  
h im se lf loved  to  say, h is own con trad ictions and  com plexitie s. “I was not born  he re , 
bu t true , I was m ade  he re ,” he  sa id . The  city, he  sa id , “acts as m uch like  a  stim ulan t 
a s an  irritan t”. He  and  h is cam eram en would  often  be  presen t a t scenes of socia l and  
politica l upheava ls and  record  the  events, to  “characte rise  the  period  e ffective ly”, a s 
he  put it. 

“For reasons of m y own, I ca ll m y city m y El Dorado,” he  wrote  in  h is 
au tobiography, Alwa ys Being Born. In  the  four film s he  m ade  on  Kolka ta  a lm ost back 
to  back— Interview (1970), Ca lcutta  71 (1972), Pa da tik (1973) and  Chorus (1974)—Sen 
sca led  new he ights in  experim e nta tion  and  a t the  sam e  tim e  fea rlessly m ade  som e 
of h is m ost powerfu l politica l sta tem ents insp ired  by h is life long passion  for Marxist 
thought and  ideology. 

“Those  four film s have  been  s tudied  a t length  for the ir politica l in tensity,” Madhuja  
Mukherjee  sa id . “But th is d iscourse  was possib le  through a  cinem atic style  tha t 
clea rly appears like  a  process…. A film  tha t rea lly haunts m e  is Chorus. A tru ly 
experim e nta l film  in  the  way Mrina l Sen  channe lises sound, bodily m ovem en t, 
gesture , voice .” Sen  was an  a rtist of h is own age . The  rea lity and  ha rshness a round 
h im  were  the  top ics of h is poe try. “I try to  understand  m y own pe riod ,” he  once  sa id , 
“I try to  put it across.” The  com m on pe ople  were  h is m use , and  the ir trava ils , trium phs 
and  tragedies, h is insp ira tion . But the re  wa s a lso hum our and  a  wonderfu l sense  of 
the  b iza rre , like  the  scene  in  the  bus in  Interview, in  which  one  of the  passengers looks 
a t the  cam era  and  says: “What is  th is? Do you ca ll th is cinem a? It is  m y story; it is  your 
story.” 
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Against the  backdrop  of b igger tragedies and  issues, the re  we re  a lways the  little  
problem s and  the  insignificant troub les, enorm ous and  seem ingly insurm ountable  
and  constan tly p laguing the  little  m an. He  understood  these  problem s to  the ir la st 
m inute  de ta il, just a s he  understood  the  grea te r tragedy, under the  shadow of which  
a ll of the  com m on m an’s life  was be ing p la yed  out. Like  h is he ro  Charlie  Chaplin , he  
saw the  hum our in  the ir frustra tions and  the ir tiny d isaste rs tha t seem  to them  so 
overwhe lm ing as they occur, and  they a re  overwhe lm ing, and  he  understood  tha t. 

For exam ple , Interview de linea tes a  young m an’s adventures and  im pedim e nts on  the  
day of h is in te rview for a  job , which  prom ise s to  change  h is im poverished  life  forever. 
The  pro tagonist’s tria ls  and  d isaste rs, however m uch rea listic, still border on  the  edge  
of fa rce  and  a re  p layed  out under the  shadow of la rge r issues re la ting to  class, 
colonia l hangover and  unem ploym en t. From  am idst the  genera l absurd ity tha t is  
p resented , the  re be l is  born . 

As fa r a s h is a rt was concerned , Sen  was a lways the  rebe l. He  was forever la sh ing ou t 
a t accepted  norm s and  trad itions and  breaking ru les and  pushing boundaries. He  
once  sa id  in  an  in te rview tha t the  cha llenge  was to  do your own kind  of film . “Even  
when I m ade  film s tha t becam e very popu la r, I d id  not th ink of the  pe ople , I thought 
of m yse lf. I thought th is is  a  ve ry in te resting idea , le t m e  go through it. Le t us break 
new ground. This is  ve ry im portan t. This is  a  b ig cha llenge—working in to an  a lien  
a rea ,” he  sa id . 

It was th is indom itab le  sp irit  and  courage  of conviction , th is uncon trollab le  
com pulsion  to  express h im se lf with  an  honesty tha t was stripped  of a ll p re tensions 
and  se lf-glorifica tion , tha t won h im  the  respect and  adm ira tion  not on ly of h is pee rs 
bu t a lso h is legion  of unwavering adm ire rs. One  m ay not agree  with  h is views, or 
even  like  m any of h is film s, bu t one  cannot rem ain  ind iffe re n t to  h im . He  would  
cha llenge  h is viewers  to  com e out of the ir com fort zones, p rovoke  a  reaction  from  
them , force  them  to  see  wha t they would  ra the r avert the ir e yes from . It is  im possib le  
to  bracke t Sen  in to any ca tegory or even  labe l h im  a  “Benga li” film -m aker. 

His canvas was vast and  h is subjects va ried , and  he  m ade  film s in  Odia  (Ma tira  
Ma nisha  , Hindi (Bhuva n Shome , Ek Adhuri Ka hani , Mriga ya  , Kha ndha r , Genesis, and  Ek 
Din Acha nak), and  Te lugu (Oka  Oorie Ka tha). 

“Whether Mrina l Sen  was a  grea t film -m aker or not is  for o the rs to  judge , bu t I will 
say tha t he  was ce rta in ly d iffe re n t from  othe rs and  tried  to  cre a te  h is own style  of 
film -m aking. One  im portan t th ing tha t should  be  lea rn t from  him  is tha t he  never 
com prom ised . He  never abandoned h is Leftist ideology. He  never sold  h im se lf for 
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sm all ga ins and  a lways m ade  film s accord ing to  h is own be lie fs. This a ttitude  is  ve ry 
ra re  in  th is day and  a ge ,” in te rna tiona lly accla im ed film -m aker Buddhade b  Dasgupta  
told  Frontline. 

Dasgupta  sa id  tha t a lthough he  was never pe rsona lly influe nced  by Sen’s works, he  
neverthe less loved  quite  a  few of h is film s. “Ba ishey Shra vana  , Ma tira  Ma nisha  , Oka  
Oorie Ka tha  , Ekdin Pra tidin and  Bhuva n Shome a re  grea t film s. One  notab le  aspect 
about Mrina l Sen  is  tha t he  con tinued  e xperim enting with  techniques and  ideas. 
Som etim es he  fa iled  m ise rably, bu t tha t ne ver stopped  h im  from  going on ,” he  sa id . 

Even  a fte r the  success of Bhuva n Shome, th ings were  not easy for Sen  as he  re fuse d  
to  fa ll in to the  trap  of m aking m oney-raking form ula  film s. “I m ade  a  film  which  
accidenta lly becam e an  a rtistic success and  a  m oney-sp inner. When I m ade  it, I was 
convinced  tha t the  film  would  not run  for m ore  than  a  day. Three  Bom bay d irectors 
cam e  to  m ee t m e  the  sam e  day and  wanted  m e  to  do the  sam e  kind  of film ,” he  sa id . 
He  had  to  wa it 10 yea rs to  m ake  Bhuvan Shome as no one  was willing to  produce  it. 
“Fina lly, I applied  to  the  Film  Finance  Corpora tion , a sked  for Rs.1,50,000 and  m ade  
the  film  in  1969,” Sen  la te r wrote . 

Afte r the  con tem pora ry urban  m ilieu  of the  four Kolka ta  film s, Sen’s ne xt 
m aste rp iece , Mriga ya  (1975), was p layed  ou t in  a  triba l se tting in  British  Ind ia . It was 
a  m aste rfu l explora tion  of hum an re la tionsh ips, of fragile  innocence  in  an  
unforgiving world  governed  by laws tha t contrad ict each  o the r—a world  where  one  
m urder is  rewarded  and  another is  punished  with  dea th . This was Mithun  
Chakraborty’s debut film , for which  he  rece ived  the  Na tiona l Award  for Best Actor. 
Sen  a lso won h is th ird  Na tiona l Award  for Best Fea ture  Film . He  would  win  one  m ore  
in  the  sam e  ca tegory in  1980 for Aa ka ler Sandhane. 

Twenty yea rs a fte r m aking Ba ishey Shra va na  , Sen  revisited  the  them e  of fam ine , bu t 
th is tim e  in  a  rad ica lly d iffe ren t m anner. Aa ka ler Sa ndha ne is e ssentia lly the  story of 
a  film  crew tha t com es to  a  village  in  1980, led  by a  passiona te  young d irector, to  
m ake  a  film  on  the  fam ine  of 1943. It is  a  film  be ing m ade  with in  a  film . It is  a lso a  
te rrifying study of the  d iffe rence  be twee n rea lity and  in te llectua l conception . 

“When surrep titiously, stea lth ily, the  past wa lks in to the  present, and  you  have  to  
look in to it, you  ge t sca red . You run  away from  the  rea lity. Tha t was exactly wha t m y 
p lan  was in  Aa ka ler Sa ndha ne,” Sen  sa id  about the  film . The  film  a lso won the  Silve r 
Bear Specia l Jury Prize  a t the  31st Berlin  In te rna tiona l Film  Festiva l. 
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Sen followe d it up  with  severa l m ore  classics in  the  1980s, such  as Kharij (The  Case  is  
Closed , 1982), Kha ndha r (1983) and  Ek Din Achana k (1989). Even  though he  wou ld  
m ake  only three  m ore  film s— Ma ha prithibi (World  With in , World  Without, 
1991), Anta reen (The  Confined , 1993) and  Aa mar Bhuva n (This My Land, 2002)—the  
m aste r never lost h is touch . Anta reen won the  Na tiona l Award  for Best Fea ture  Film  
in  Benga li, while  Aama r Bhuvan won Sen  the  Best Director Award  a t the  Ca iro 
In te rna tiona l Film  Festiva l. 

Old  age  d id  little  to  d im inish  Sen’s zest and  passion . In  2012, in  a  public function  on  
the  occasion  of h is 90th  b irthday, he  sa id : “I’m  not old  enough  to  stop  m aking film s. 
Every day I fee l like  m aking a  film . Ideas pop  in to  m y head .” He  poin te d  out with  h is 
tradem ark hum our tha t if the  Portuguese  d irector Manoe l de  Olive ira  could , so could  
he . (Manoe l de  Olive ira  was m aking film s until 2015, the  yea r he  d ied  a t the  age  of 
106.) This was 10 yea rs a fte r the  com ple tion  of Aa ma r Bhuva n. Unfortuna te ly for 
m illions of cinem a buffs the  world  over, Sen  never got down to converting those  
ideas in to film s. 

Ea r ly life  

Born  in  Faridpur (now in  Bangladesh), Sen  had  rebe llion  in  h is b lood . His fa the r, Dines 
Chandra  Sen , a  lead ing lawyer in  the  d istrict and  a  close  associa te  of La la  La jpa t Ra i, 
Ba l Gangadhar Tilak and  Bip in  Chandra  Pa l, used  to  lend  lega l support to  m ilitan t 
freedom  fighte rs and  was once  even  d isba rred  for h is ope n  support for the  
na tiona list cause . Young Mrina l was used to  see ing som e of the  m ost im portan t 
na tiona list leaders in  h is house . Years la te r, he  reca lled  a  ch ildhood m em ory of h im  
suffe ring te rrib ly from  a  too thache  a t a  tim e  when Subhas Cha ndra  Bose  was deep  
in  consulta tion  with  h is fa the r in  the  next room . It was a t Bose’s suggestion  tha t the  
young Mrina l was given  a  m edicine  tha t gave  h im  im m edia te  re lie f. “I fe lt te rrib ly 
proud tha t Subhas Chandra  Bose  was m y first dentist,” he  sa id . 

Right from  the  sta rt, young Mrina l d isp laye d  a  streak of rebe lliousness tha t he  never 
lost a ll h is life ; ra the r, it seem ed to  grow with  age  and  la te r found expression  through  
h is a rt. While  still in  prim ary school, he  and  a  group of school frie nds courte d  trouble  
by shouting “Bande  Mata ram ” a t the  police . They were  sen t to  lock-up . Young Mrina l 
rece ived  a  tigh t slap  from  his fa the r for h is an tics. Years la te r, he  found h im se lf once  
aga in  in  police  custody for h is activism , while  he  was in  co llege  in  Kolka ta  and  drawn 
to the  Leftist po litica l m ovem ent. Once  aga in  h is fa the r cam e  to  a rrange  h is re lease , 
bu t th is tim e  he  gave  h is son  a  pa t on  the  back. “I rea lised  I had com e of age ,” Mrina l 
Sen  la te r qu ipped . 
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Though close ly associa ted  with  the  Left cu ltura l m ovem e nt and  the  Indian  Peop le ’s 
Thea tre  Associa tion  (IPTA), Sen  had  no in te rest in  cinem a until he  chanced  upon  
Rudolf Arnhe im ’s book Film in  1943. From  tha t po in t cinem a becam e h is passion , h is 
obsession . He  a lso be gan  to  write  on  cine m a for va rious publica tions, including the  
cu ltura l m agazine  of the  Com m unist Pa rty of India . He  a lso wrote  a  book on  the  life  
and  a rt of h is he ro, Charlie  Chaplin , in  1951. However, m aking a  film  was not ye t a  
rea listic possib ility. 

In  1953, he  m arried  Gee ta , who would  go on  to  de live r powerfu l pe rform ances in  
e ight of h is film s; in  1954, h is on ly ch ild , Kuna l, was born . To  m ake  ends m ee t, he  
tried  h is hand  a t regu la r jobs, bu t cinem a was too powerfu l an  a ttraction  for h im  to  
re ject. To h im , cinem a was the  u ltim a te  vehicle  for se lf-expression ; it was through h is 
film s tha t he  a rticu la ted  som e of h is m ost powerfu l sta tem ents on  life , a rt, ideology 
and  hum anity. He  was a  loveable  rebe l who never sought com m ercia l success, 
rem ained  unde te rred  by ha rsh  criticism , and  trea ted  both  success and  fa ilure  with  a  
shrug and  a  sm ile . For a ll the  na tiona l and  in te rna tiona l awards he  won, including 
the  prestigious Dadasaheb  Pha lke  Award  in  2005, for a ll the  honours bestowed upon 
h im  by h is own  country and  by othe r na tions, Sen  m ain ta ined  a  hea lthy d isda in  for 
fam e  and  glory. He  lived  m odestly, answe red  the  phone  and  the  doorbe ll h im se lf, 
we lcom ed everybody in to h is house , and  gave  as m uch tim e  to  a  com m on person  
who sough t h is appoin tm en t a s he  would  to  an  in te rna tiona l ce lebrity. 

As in  life , in  h is style  of working, too, Sen  was unorthodox and  open-m inded . The  
ce lebra ted  cinem atographer Avik Mukhopadhyay, who worked  with  Sen  in  Aa ma r 
Bhuva n, rem em bers how the  grea t d irector invite d  suggestions from  him  in  h is own  
in im itab le  way. “He  told  m e: I am  an  old  m an, I will we lcom e your suggestions. I told  
h im  tha t eve n  though th is film  is a  classica l story, we  can  th ink of trea ting it like  a  
Rem brandt. He  im m edia te ly liked  the  suggestion  and  sa id  it was a  good idea . His 
a ttitude  was never like  ‘I am  the  boss’. He be lieved  in  collabora tion ,” Mukhopadhyay 
told  Frontline  . Im pulsive  and  fun-loving righ t un til the  end , Sen  was one  who drank 
life  to  the  lees and  sought m axim um  happiness from  the  m ost in significant of th ings. 
While  shooting a t a  rive rbank for h is la st film , the  old  m aestro sudden ly d iscovere d  
a  b icycle  and  prom ptly got on  it and  bega n  to  peda l about the  p lace . An a la rm ed 
Mukhopadhyay trie d  to  ta lk h im  ou t of it by poin ting out h is age  (Sen  was 
approaching 80 then), on ly to  be  reassured  by the  indom itab le  d irector tha t “no one  
forge ts how to ride  a  b icycle , no m atte r how old”! The  legendary thesp ian  
Rudrapasad  Sengupta  rem em bers h im  as not just a  film -m a ker. “Mrina l was a  
com ple te  hum an be ing. He  would  wa lk in  protest ra llie s, pa rticipa te  in  deba tes; he  
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would  a rgue  and  quarre l fie rce ly with  a  pe rson  and  then  go ou t and  en joy a  cup  of 
tea  with  h im . He  now be longs to  h istory,” he  told  Frontline. 

What a lso m ade  Se n  such  a  fascina ting and  endearing ind ividua l were  the  
contrad ictions he  d isp layed  in  h is pe rsona lity and  actions ope nly and  withou t any 
em barrassm ent. He  was an  iconoclast who a ttacked  trad itiona l in stitu tions and  long-
he ld  be lie fs, ye t re sen ted  and  opposed  the  renam ing of Ca lcu tta  to  Kolka ta . He  was 
one  of the  b iggest na m es in  pa ra lle l cinem a both  in  India  and  the  world , ye t he  m ain ly 
chose  to  work with  little -known a rtiste s, often  p icking them  from  the  stage . He  was 
an  unwavering follower of Marxist ideology righ t un til the  end  but never becam e a  
m em ber of any pa rty. 

When the  politica l upheava l of Nandigram  and Singur d ivided  Kolka ta ’s in te llectua l 
circle  sha rp ly down  the  m iddle , both  sides took ou t ra llie s and  Se n  len t h is presence  
to  both . He  em braced  these  con trad ictions—in fact, he  wore  them  like  a  badge  of 
honour. 

Re la t ion sh ip  w it h  Ra y 

Sen’s re la tionship  with  Sa tya jit Ray is  an  in tegra l chapte r in  the  h istory of both  the  
m aste rs. It would  pe rhaps not be  wrong to  te rm  the  re la tionsh ip  as one  of friendly 
an im osity. The  h istoric war of words through le tte rs to  the  ed itor in  The 
Sta tesma n following the  re lease  of Sen’s Aka sh Kusum (1965) is now a  pa rt of film  lore  
and  a  m aste rclass on  film  theory, ideas and  criticism  by two of the  grea test d irectors 
of Ind ian  cinem a. The  in te llectua l ba ttle  raged  on  for over two m on ths on  the  
newspaper’s pages, with  hundreds of readers join ing in  with  le tte rs of the ir own. 
“Fina lly, it was nobody’s ga in , nobody’s loss,” sa id  Sen . When The Sta tesma n fina lly 
closed  the  deba te  with  a  form al announcem ent, Ray apparently told  Sen  when  he  
m et h im  on  a  socia l occasion: “What a  p ity it cam e  to  an  end!…. I could  have  writte n  
m any m ore  le tte rs.” To which  Sen  cheerfu lly rep lied : “I would  have  rep lied  to  a ll your 
le tte rs.” 

However fie rce ly they have  m ay have  opposed  each  othe r over ideas and  theories 
on  cinem a, the  deep  respect each  had  for the  o the r’s genius could  not be  de nied . 
They kept in  touch  with  each  othe r and  each  de ligh ted  in  the  othe r’s words of 
approva l. In  h is au tob iography, Sen  reca lle d  a  long priva te  conversa tion  tha t he  had  
with  Ray a  yea r be fore  the  la tte r’s dea th : “I had  a  qu ie t session  with  h im , a  long one—
he and  I, none  e lse . At a  ce rta in  poin t of tim e  I a sked  h im , ‘Don’t you  fee l lone ly a t 
tim es?’ He  sa id , ‘Terrib ly’.” 
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Sen’s appea l transcended  the  world  of cinem a. Not only was he  one  of the  m ost 
im portan t icons of West Benga l’s cu ltura l h istory, he  had , in  fact, becom e a  sym bol 
of h is be loved  city of Kolka ta  itse lf. As he  h im se lf pu t it: “The  tru th  is  tha t I am  so 
m uch a  pa rt of its  [the  city’s] ana tom y.” 

He  ha ted  pom p and  fanfa re  and  had  le ft specific instructions tha t a fte r h is dea th  h is 
body should  not be  kept for pub lic d isp lay nor shou ld  it be  draped  with  banners or 
ga rlanded  and  wrea thed . Ye t, on  January 1, a s h is m orta l rem ains were  taken  to  the  
crem atorium , hundre ds joined  h im  on  h is fina l journe y. Alongside  tea rfu l ce lebritie s 
from  the  world  of cinem a, thea tre , fine  a rts  and  lite ra ture , the re  was the  nam eless, 
face less m ass of com m on pe ople  tha t Se n  so loved  and  uphe ld  in  h is m ovies. He 
understood  them  be tte r than  anyone  e lse , and  the y knew it; d ry-e yed  and  sile n t, the y 
had  com e to say goodbye  to  one  who a lways be longed  to  them  a lone . 

 

 

 


