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Timeless-Mrinal Sen

influential film makers from Bengal, who is believed to

be a revolutionary of parallel cinemas, Mrinal Sen. He
is celebrated and researched by cinephiles and students
of filmmaking across the globe for his contribution towards
politically bold cinemas portraying the lives of both working and
middle-class families.

This year marks the birth centenary of one of the most

Mrinal Sen is contemporary of Satyajit Ray, Ritwik
Ghatak and Tapan Sinha and yet carved his own path and
established himself as a pioneer of new wave cinemas. He
has had much success with both national and international
awards. He received eighteen Indian National Film Awards. The
Government of India honored him with the Padma Bhushan,
and the Government of France honored him with the Ordre des
Arts et des Lettres, while the Russian Government honored him
with the Order of Friendship. Mrinal Sen was also awarded the
Dadasaheb Phalke Award, the highest award for filmmakers
in India.

His movies juggle with Calcutta’s character and has kept
the city as a backdrop and has woven stories around its people,
their relationships, the political unrest, the famine in Bengal and
its impact on people and has juxtaposed the bourgeoisie and
the proletariat. Compared to Ghatak, Mrinal's exposition of the
classes is relatively more glittery but subtle.

If | have to pick up a movie or two of Sen then one cannot
not look at the movie Bhuvan Shome, Mrinal Sen'’s first Hindi
movie where Utpal Dutta and Suhasini Mulay played the main
characters. It is based on a Bengali story by author Balai Chand
Mukhopadhyay whose pen name is “Banaphool”. Utpal Dutta
as Shome, played a bureaucrat working with the railways, who
diligently performs his duty, does not tolerate dishonesty and
corruption and goes to an extent to dismiss his own son from
the duty on disciplinarian ground. He is a lonely widower and
a stickler for discipline. His subordinates more than respecting
him, fear him so much that none utter a word in front of him.
When Shome decided that he wanted to take a break from
city life, reached the now Guijarat region to bird hunt and met
the corrupt railway ticket checker Jadhav Patel (Sadhu Meher)
against whom investigation was ongoing, he knew Patel would
soon be dismissed from his duty as he used to make money
unethically by charging passengers while checking their tickets.

However, the film took a different turn altogether wherein
Jadav was transferred to a bigger junction at the end of the
movie following a few remarkable incidents that changed
Shome’s attitude towards life. The story unfolds when Shome
set off early morning in a bullock cart to reach a place where
he was expecting many birds so that he could hunt, started
chatting with the cart-driver to allay the monotony of the tiring
journey. They happened to meet a water buffalo on the way
and the cart-driver’s efforts to drive away the animal went in
vain when the buffalo started to chase them and both Shome
and the cart driver had to run through the scrub. This terrified
Shome, a city dweller who never thought a mere animal can
induce fear in him. At this time, he met the cheerful village girl,
Gauri(Suhasini Mulay) who easily tamed the buffalo and rode off
sitting on it. The cart driver and Shome found that the bullocks
were gone and the cart driver suggested Shome to continue
his endeavor by walking a few more miles where he would
find birds which he can hunt. He suggested he would wait for
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Shome and take him back once he finishes his game.

While Shome was wandering in the barren land,
happened to meet Gauri’s father who offered to help him with
his hospitality. At first, Shome hesitated but decided to accept
his offer and was moved by the generosity of the village girl
and her father. At this point in the story Shome's character
undergoes a change. He was surprised to see how content
Gauri was despite living a simple life with necessity. Shome’s
heart softened looking at this girl and he even abided by her
orders and requests. He learnt that Jadhav Patel is betrothed
to this girl but decided not to reveal his identity and remained
in disguise. He even kept quiet when Gauri blabbered about
her fiance’s arrogant boss and how he is so strict with his
subordinates and is built of a character that shows no mercy.

Gauri offered to help with bird-hunting and led Shome
to a shore wherein she informed that Shome would find a
lot of birds. While bird-hunting he let her take a lead and he
simply followed her which is so unlikely of a person of Shome's
constitution. One can opine that Shome was romantically
inclined towards this girl who changed his heart, his outlook
towards life and made him forget his solitude. One can also
say that he looked at Suhasini affectionately and was amazed
at how cheerful and innocent she was living a simple life and
that changed the way he looked at life and people around him.

This film also gives a message on the dark side of human
character and how people take goodness and benefits offered
to them and that some people never change, for instance when
Shome transferred Jadav Patel to a bigger junction and was
retained for the duty, thinking this would make Patel realize that
he should diligently follow his duty, instead took it as a mean to
collect more money from passengers unethically which shows
how ungrateful and dishonest one can be.

The narration of film (Voice over by Amitabh Bachchan),
the way the characters have been portrayed, the locations
are excellent and thought-provoking. The barrenness of the
desert reflects the barrenness and lack of love in the life of
the protagonist. At the end he is taken to shore by, which is a
metaphor for water inundating the barrenness. The film shows
how a human mind and heart can evolve when touched with
affection and innocence. The film moves between satirical
and serious situations but overall, it never stops to amaze the
audience with the way it transpires and develops.

The second movie that | thought of mentioning is
“Chalchitra(The Kaleidoscope)”, which remained unreleased at
that time as it is said that the producer went bankrupt was later
displayed at Nandan, Kolkata. This movie was shot keeping
Calcutta as backdrop and this is where Anjan Dutta debuted his
career in film in the role of Dipu. The film starts with Dipu who
aspires to become a journalist and meets Utpal Dutta, editor
of the newspaper who asks him to write a story based on his
day-to-day middle-class experience as way to test his creativity.
The movie brilliantly shows the stark demarcation between the
middle-class and capitalist society. Geeta Dutta who plays the
role of Dipu’s mother always considers maintaining an image
of dignity in front of everyone no matter what as for the middle
class, self-respect is considered as a tool to hide emotions
and to avoid commotion. It shows how the middle-class family
struggles to make ends meet. The film shows how the middle-



class families manage to cook their meals using coal and deals
with the after effect like smoke, pollution, and other health
hazards. Dipu with the task of writing something extraordinary
from his middle-class life tries to provoke his mother by opening
the window of their room so that smoke from the coal will
reach the next building upper class neighbours so that he can
get a subject to write, when the families will get tangled in
altercation. One of the scenes from the movie show that the so
called bureaucrats with money, education and pride stoops so
low when the next building upper class woman throws a trash
full of papers in the corridor of house where Dipu and other
families live because she was irritated by the smoke that erupts
from Dipu’s building as everyone cooks using coal. The film
beautifully captures the daily life of middle-class families who live
in same building. It focuses on the womanhood, their struggle,
and the strength that the entire community holds. It shows
that when it comes to an emergency situation wherein one of
the neighbours’ wife who was expecting a baby suddenly had
to be taken to a hospital but Dipu and the pregnant woman'’s
husband struggles to get a taxi in the busy streets of Calcutta
where no one cares to stop and finally had to manage on a
rickshaw.

With the anxiety in Dipu’s mind to finish the article for
the newspaper, he encounters an old man on the street of
Calcutta, who portrays himself as an astrologer, charges any
amount to his foreigner clients by faking to predict their future.
Dipu proposed this astrologer that he would write an article
on him wherein the old man happily agreed and invited him to
his poor den. He then narrated the story of his family and that
he is survived by his son’s widowed wife and grandchildren
and how the family struggles to get a meagre meal every day.
Looking at the kind of poverty the family faces, Dipu gets up and

decides not to write anything on the old man because in case
he writes it will expose him that he is not a real astrologer and
it will snatch away the bare minimum wages that he is earning
by forging astrology.

With anxiety and tension in mind for not being able to
write anything, Dipu dreams of a sequence of comical yet
satirical events wherein he sees a group of women, police,
press and smoke. The hidden message from the dream is how
everyday middle-class women are subjected to health hazards
by using coal for cooking and by inhaling the smoke that comes
out of it and the pain that they endure. Thus, Dipu finds a
subject for his article.

After two days when Dipu goes to meet the editor of the
newspaper with no article in his hand but a subject in mind
about the unavailability and affordability of LPG gas to middle-
class family and how the women strive with the problem of
pollution, smoke and coal while using clay stove to which Utpal
Dutta asks if Dipu is a communist, a question so openly and
remarkably shown in the movie that one cannot not pause and
ponder about the struggle the middle class carries out day in
and day out, how independent families live under the same roof
of a building shares joys and miseries hand in hand.

To conclude, Mrinal Sen always considered real issues
that the middle class faces, over mushy romantic stories, the
unfair burden on women and the poor condition in which they
strive in the 70s and 80s. He clearly showed that for middle-
class the pride is what they have and how they bravely face the
society guising the everyday struggle. His artworks are nothing
but classic and timeless. And that Sen will continue to live
amongst us through his stories and creations.
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Becoming Another

rinal Sen’s ‘Bhuvan Shome’ (1960) is a film that, on
Meaoh revisit, lends itself to new and newer meanings.

It is not an overlooked film, but its guile, its soft
playfulness seldom makes it a film you would be told of if you
asked someone to list you their favourite Sen films. It is my
favorite Mrinal Sen’s film; | rewatched it recently, and, was
struck by a particular moment in the film. It is this moment
that | want to stay with, and now turn to.

Bhuvan Shome, a senior officer in the Indian rail, is known
for his ruthless attention to order, his love of discipline, and his
verve. The film opens with and follows Shome on his journey
to a Rajasthani village where he plans to shoot some local
birds. In his own professional world, everyone is terrified of
him; his world is always in order; curated, in every sense of the
term. And yet, when he reaches the village, the alienness of
the natural landscape defeats him. The roads are uneven, the
buffaloes pay no heed to the senior officer sitting on the cart.
It is then that Shome meets Gauri, a village girl, and the film
goes on to chronicle their attempts to shoot the elusive bird.

Caught between his own ideas, and the wild, untamed
world before him, Bhuvan Shome is constantly forced to alter
himself. The bird he wants to shoot eludes him, the hunt is
evasive, his face heavy with exhaustion. The wild makes him
cast off his gaunt demeanor, while Gauri makes him wear a
traditional attire, complete with a headgear, and snatches his
gun away from him. He is handed a large wooden stick, to
blend in. “The gun won'’t suit your attire,” he is said.

And now again, hiding in the leaves, Bhuvan Shome is
still unable to shoot the birds, who fly away just before he can
make the shot.

But he will not give up. He has come here to shoot birds,
and he will have his way. There is another place, Gauri says, a
lot of birds fly down there to rest. They approach an arm of the
desert-- the camera pans out, and we see them, a middle-aged
man in a turban and a stick, accompanied by a young girl in a
saree, a gun slung across her shoulders. Who has he become,
our Bhuvan Shome? In the course of a little less than an hour,
he is a different man, a man of the desert, chasing birds. Every
time he sets his eye to aim, he is struck by their pattern in the
sky; a silence fills the air, and he is moved by that which he
has come here to kill. He shoots, and the birds fly away, again.

Can you become a tree? Gauri says finally, turning to the
man. Aap pedh ban sakte ho?

She asks this matter-of-factly, as if it is the logical next
step, as if we are the silly ones not to have thought of it. Bhuvan
Shome is perplexed and confused. You must become a tree,
she continues. If the birds see you as a tree, they won't fly away
scared. She is then seeing dragging the head of a tree across
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the sand. A bounty from a nearby village. You must become a
tree, she says, finally.

This must be it. For all their evasiveness, surely, surely
now, he thinks, he must get his reward. Bhuvan Shome is now
a head of leaves, a head of leaves looks on ahead, at the birds,
a double barrel poking its menacing mouth out of it. There is a
shot. A bird can be seen fluttering on the sand. Gauri rushes
to retrieve it. Bhuvan Shome throws his disguise away, and is
about to walk towards her when she smiles and says,

“It wasn’t hit by your bullet. It got scared by the sound
and fell from the sky...”

Bhuvan Shome’s face falls. What does it mean, this bird
falling out of the sky? In a moment of soft laughter, Bhuvan
Shome-- train-man, turban-man, tree-man-- and his moment
of ultimate glory, his moment of final victory, is transformed,
yet again, into a moment of catastrophic failure. When the bird
finally falls, it is not because of his gun. He realises, finally, the
uselessness of his bullet, and the irrelevance of his project--
the hunt-- to the final act of the bird falling to the ground. He
is thrown off balance, reminded and alerted to the role of the
other; that, in other words, the bird might be a more important
actor in his story of the hunt.

In the next scene, Bhuvan Shome is smiling. They have
brought home the bird, a bundle of life kept alive. For all his
purported dreams of returning with a hunt, he now holds the
responsibility of nurturing a life he helped save. In a moment
of inversion, the hunter is seen returning with an animal life he
saved. He is headed to the station with the bird in one hand,
and a gun in the left, when he remembers Gauri. Rushing back,
he hands her the bird.

And yet, it the scene with the bird in his hand that |
choose to stay with. Perhaps it is like this: perhaps we, too,
are like this man, juggling the ability to destroy lives and to
nurture them, with guns in one hand, and the warmth of life
in another. Perhaps we too, like him, plan our lives, plan to
control every variable, and then struggle against the idea that
we control, in truth, so little.

He is all of us, all of us in our broken, fragile glory,
confounded and ultimately comforted by our own
powerlessness, our wonderful, thankful ineptitude.

And, he is also our ability to keep changing, our
inescapable, inexplicable, incessant desire to alter continuously
-- now an officer, now a villager, now a tree; to be so powerless
and so full of possibilities, perhaps that’s what it means to be
alive.



Salilda

a people, owing to the numerous faculties to which he

generously contributed, as amusic composer the foremost
of course, but also as a poet, an author, lyricist, scriptwriter, a
musical arranger (at least for his own compositions) & a social
activist. While Salilda’s early musical journey began in his
birthplace Bengal, luckily enough for the people from outside
of Bengal, his journey taking him to Mumbai (then Bombay)
exposed his genius to a much wider audience. By Salilda’'s own
account, his story “Rickshawala” was introduced to renowned
director Bimal Roy by Hrishikesh Mukherjee & Bimalda loved
it enough to want to make it into the Hindi movie “Do Bigah
Jameen”. Apparently, Salilda persuaded Bimal Roy to let him
compose the film's music in lieu of using the script. The film
became the first film to win the Filmfare Best Movie Award &
won the International Prize at the Cannes Film Festival. This
turned out to be the beginning of his long melodious association
with Hindi films (as well as Marathi, Malayalam & many other
Indian languages).

The name Salil Chowdhary means many a thing to many

Salilda’s prodigious musical talent was inherent, but the
influences can be traced to some specific sources— the first
being an early exposure to a potent blend of Western classical
music, Hindustani Raag Sangeet & folk music of Assam. His
father Dr. Gyanendra Chowdhury, was the Medical Officer at
Hathikuli Tea Estate near Kaziranga in Assam, working under
Chief Medical Officer Dr. Maloni, an Irish national with a huge
collection of western symphony records. Dr. Gyanendra was
mesmerized by the Western orchestral music from Dr. Maloni’s
collection. He in turn exposed his children to the Western
classical music. Salilda learned piano from his elder brother
Nikhil Chowdhury, who was the director of an orchestra club.
In one of the interviews, Salilda states that he was exposed to
Western symphonies from early childhood, so much so that
he felt they were in his blood & he never could think of them
as “foreign”. Dr. Gyanendra Chowdhury was also an ardent
lover of Hindustani Raag sangeet & listened to the stalwarts
like Faiyyaz Khan, Bade Ghulam Ali Khan et al — which was
naturally absorbed by the young & impressionable Salilda. He
would also get to listen to a bountiful of Assamese folk songs
from the workers of tea plantation, adding to the musical blend.

Another big source of influence was his association with
IPTA (Indian People’s Theatre Association) the cultural wing of
the Communist Party of India. He was tasked to create songs
(both write & compose) which were essentially social & political
statements aiming to stir mass awakening & at times, protests.
The songs were innovative in terms of lyrics, music, & structure,
but very straightforward in delivering a stirring message that
hit a chord within the listeners’ hearts. One glorious example

- Niranjan Gadgil

is very first composition - “Becharpoti Tomar Bichaar” straight
message being “the days of new judgement have come
because people are now awake”, set to a traditional kirtan tune,
which could be effortlessly on everyone’s lips.

It can be said that Salilda’s music over the years was a
net result of these influences. It’s crucial to highlight that often,
artists or authors linked to a particular ideology, be it political
or religious, might find themselves creatively constrained by a
specific form, style, or genre. Fortunately, this was not the case
with Salilda in any way.

This is probably because Salilda had unshakable core
beliefs that guided his compositions - that music is truly
borderless and content should determine the Form, not the
other way. What these mean in musical terms is that a song
can be composed in any of the Styles — Western, Indian, folk
music (of any culture) & could be in any form — kirtan, symphony,
a choir. The choice of combination would be dictated by the
content & situation. This is the main reason that, in spite of
a mix of style & form, there was no unnatural or forced feel
in any of his compositions. Everything felt natural, sort of,
meant-to-be way. Amazingly enough, to an Indian ear, the
songs sound very “Indian” & “local” no matter what the style
or form or combination thereof! Some illustrious examples
being ‘Chad Gayo Papi Bichua (Madhumati’) it's a delightful
adaptation of Kumaoni folk tune, “Dil Tadap Tadap Ke Keh
Raha Hai” (Madhumati)- based on Hungarian folk tune, “Dharti
Kahe Pukar Ke” (Do Bigah Jamin”) — a curios blend of Russian
Red Army march tune tweaked to Bhairavi Thaat (one of the
traditional European church modes named the Phrygian mode),
“Koina Oy Koina” Bhangra from film Jagte Raho (incidentally
the first time ever that Bhangra form was used in a Hindi film)
and impossible not-to-mention the song “ltha Na Muzhse Tu
Pyaar Badha” in which Salil da composed based on Mozart’s
Symphony No. 40 in G minor in Talat & Lata ‘s voice.

Salilda had a long, very successful career as a music
composer, but the creativity flowing in his veins ensured that he
remained curious, learning & experimenting, and consistently
relevant. As the centenary of his birth approaches, his legacy
continues to resonate. As mentioned earlier in this article, Salil
Chowdhury’s innate brilliance and well-honed craftsmanship
across various domains have held different meanings for
diverse individuals. Consequently, attempting to provide
a comprehensive account of Salilda’s musical and literary
masterpieces is an exceedingly challenging endeavor. Let us
cherish the huge treasure he has left behind which will surely
last for all of our lifetimes!
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In honeor of Salil Chowdhury

- Hemant Pandey

music composers, Salil Chowdhury. His extensive contribution to the music and film industry includes films in 13
languages, especially Bengali, Hindi and Malayalam films. His notable music compositions are from the films Kabuliwala,
Madhumati, Parakh, Maya, Anand and Rajnigandha.

Music is a universal language that defies time and age. We have to celebrate and pay homage to one of India’s greatest

| believe one of the strengths of Bollywood is the wonderful music and lyrics that people remember years after the song or
movie was released. It brings to question how Salil Chowdhury, also lovingly called Salilda, was able to create such wonderful
songs that stood the test of time. One reason is because he experimented with folk music and Western classical music to create
his own musical style. It is known that Salil Chowdhury’s musical influence was Mozart and it is a fun fact that the music for Itna
Na Mujhse Tu Pyaar Badha from Chhaya in 1961 was inspired by Mozart’s Symphony No. 40. Another reason his music was
popular was because Salil Chowdhury was an accomplished poet and therefore, a great storyteller.

Salil Chowdhury was born in Bengal where he spent his childhood. Paribortan was his first Bengali film which was released
in 1949. He became a famous and respected music composer in the film industry in the 50s and 60s, especially after the music
for Madhumati became popular. Lata Mangeshkar is also known to have said that she understood Salil Chowdhury’s songs when
she sang them. The Indian film industry was expanding and reaching new heights while Salil Chowdhury continued to compose
music for renowned film directors such as Bimal Roy, Hrishikesh Mukheriji and Guilzar. In 1988, Salil Chowdhury won the Sangeet
Natak Academy award which is a noble recognition.

Salil Chowdhury’s contribution to the film industry will always be appreciated. His brilliant music has touched countless
people and continues to bring joy to this day.
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