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Abstract: 
 

Satyajit Ray (‘true to his time’),the great creator- the aficionado of Indian literature, perfectly captured 

in his writings the 20th century ‘public panorama’ and people bounded by the social hierarchical  

dispositions by focusing more on the interplay of several characters, than the words they spoke.  

Satyajit Ray portrayed and emphasized more on human and domestic factors  representing 

neorealism by stressing upon the structure of the behavioral characteristics prominently in his 

writings between 1960 and 1985.Therefore specially the female characters of Ray are very interesting 

as the writer Ray himself was a synthesis of EAST and WEST, Tradition and Modernity and the  

amalgamation of INDIAN and WESTERN. Ray simultaneously tapped and displayed his closeness  

and fondness of natural affinity towards the middle-class as well as Subaltern Colloquialism and the 

postcolonial approach. Ray symbolises the objects in a subjective way to justify the ways of inner self  

reflective approach to the outer world via mirrors and lots of dream sequences in his writings. And 

this paper also provides a postcolonial document by retracing Indianness in Bengali literature as well. 

His writings specially the Calcutta Trilogy : (1) Pratidwandi (The Adversary) (1970), (2) 

Seemabaddha(Company Limited) (1971), (3) Jana Aranya (The Middleman) (1976) has an  immense 

reference to the mirror reflective structures and dream sequences that are enclosed with the inner  

conflict of the ‘self’ and ‘other’, specially the identity crisis of the female characters . So, therefore the 

Calcutta Trilogy leads the lexicon of the female psyche as a ‘weapon’ to demonstrate by showing how  

patriarchal thinking dominates and perpetuates by implementing discourses and denies the gender  

meritocracy. The paper submits how the desires of Satyajit Ray’s writings were eschewed by the  

social and political vices that control over our film watching experience too. 
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“She left the web, she left the loom, 

She made three paces through the room, 

She saw the water-lily bloom, 

She saw the helmet and the plume, 

She look'd down to Camelot. 

Out flew the web and floated wide; 

The mirror crack'd from side to side; 

"The curse is come upon me," cried 

The Lady of Shalott.” 

— Alfred Lord Tennyson, The Lady of Shalott (lll. 46-54) 

 
 

 
“Let us be grateful to the mirror for revealing to us our appearance only,” wrote Samuel  

Butler. The reflection of a mirror in literature symbolizes attachments of illumination, 

wisdom, and desire more than just ‘appearance’. In literature, the mirror is used to 

symbolize both conscious and subconscious psychological thought processes where the  

subjects’ Reality and Reflection flip between each other. The reflections talk back in such a  

way that the Indian society that we live in has always been a Centre for social disparities.  

The categorization of hierarchical superstructures is set upon certain benchmarks of 

standards that situated some genres in the domain of literary canon, while the excluded gets 

marginalised to the periphery. The artistic genius of Satyajit Ray, who is notoriously known 

as Renaissance Man of Bengal, aficionado of Bengali Indian films and writings, lays in his 

ability to deal with very sensitive scenes of collective function yet without ever 

compromising and cinematic aesthetics. He is the greatest creator because he is not only a  

filmmaker but also a writer, calligrapher, illustrator, author, film critic, film composer. Apart 

from this he is India's first Graphic Designer. His themes of all films were influenced  

basically by the French thinkers like Franz Kafka, John Ford and Italian realists such as  

Luchino Visconti, Victtorio De Sica and Roberto Rosselini while talking about the 

universality of tragedy. He is considered as a parallel to Jean Renoir, the French film director 

and most remarkably Akira Kurosawa, the pinnacle of creative freedom and celebrated as a 

Chekhovian artist as he wrote his writings in the tradition of famous Russian playwright  

Anton Checkov. He showed neo-realism- a movement in art or philosophy that represents a 

modified form of Realism in his iconic films especially in his Calcutta Trilogy. He portrays a 

family in his writing that goes against the profligacy of societal stereotypical norms and  

breaks the glass of daily ritual lens to bring a revolution by reflecting the societal 

disposition. In his writings we find not only the human figures play a major role in the 

frame but also the object plays a vital role. He marvelously shows the element of tension  

through the symbolic objects though being a part of the frame but reflecting a complete  

whole scenario. 
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Objects in the films of Satyajit Ray are enriched by cinematic value, posterity value and 

value as a subject for future study. Ray knew that in the world of literature, human presence 

can be reduced to a mere shadow or a silhouette or a frozen frame and objects get a life of  

their own. In Ray’s writings these objects drew their life force from their owners. They  

became symbolic extensions of the owner’s persona. That is why the maestro took as much  

trouble to find the right objects as he took to find the right cast for his literary writings and  

films. For him these objects were not mere props. They were bearers of the characters’ hopes 

and anxieties, companions in their lonely moments and representatives of the material  

universe to which the characters belonged. In Ray’s films the most essential object through 

which he signified all the characters’ inner feelings and emotions is the mirror. 
 

One famous critic Shoma Chatterji writes in her book Woman at the Window: 
 

“Objects within the cinematic field can sometimes be substitutes for 

dialogues or words...The brass tumbler rolling off the stones lucidly portrays  

Indir Thakuran’s death. ..A close look at the ‘objects’ used for detailing 

brings us to the possible meanings that lie beyond the concrete objects per se, 

and their role in ‘detailing’.” (2) 

 
She posits these objects with the help of theories propounded by Marx, Jean Baudrillard and 

others. According to Marxist theory, slaves and industrial labourers are also commodities.  

Baudrillard declared in one of his manifestoes, “We have always lived off the splendour of 

the subject and poverty of the object. It is the subject that makes history, totalizes the world. 

The object is shamed, obscure and passive.” Chatterji argues, “Would women, who are often 

socially and economically considered objects, assume subjectivity as women when studied 

in relation to the objects they are closely associated with?” That is why the objects like  

‘lorgnette’ in Charulata, the ‘lipstick’ in Mahanagar, Arindam’s ‘black glasses’ in Nayak are as 

much bearers of meaning and memory as the owners of these objects. In some cases the  

objects like the stone picked up by Paresh Babu one rainy afternoon or the slippers given to  

Goopy and Bagha by the king of ghosts, were endowed with special powers to determine  

the course of the narrative trajectory. In October 1947, Satyajit Ray, along with other young  

film enthusiasts- Chidananda Dasgupta, RP Gupta, Bansi Chandragupta, Harisadhan 

Dasgupta, established Calcutta Film Society. In spite of admiration for cinematic 

experimentations, Ray’s natural inclination was towards storytelling. He believed that one  

of the fundamental lessons an aspiring filmmaker has to learn is to be able to tell stories  

using the medium of literature. “What I admire in women is grace, sophistication and  

intelligence. I always felt that women are weaker than men only in relation to their physical 

strength but they are inferior neither in intellect nor in mental stamina and they have a hard 

core of sincerity in them even when they have been educated into the ways  of this wicked 

world and corrupted, which men lack.”-says Satyajit Ray. It is interesting to look at women 

in Satyajit Ray’s writing in relation to the era in which these were made and the times  

depicted. Ray is considered as the best creator because one of his amazing talents is to create 
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complex women characters. He prioritized those female characters who played secondary  

roles in Indian literature earlier. They urged for equality so that they can lead a better life  

that they actually deserve as per their desires, wishes. Ray for the first time gave immensely 

powerful roles to his female characters as primary protagonists to evolve their inner 

thoughts. They abandoned a prohibited energy as best described by the expression that Ray 

applied for his writings “FIRE WITHIN, CALM WITHOUT”; a metaphor that is used by  

Mount Fujiyama. 

 
If we look at Satyajit Ray’s filmography, we will find that there have been many intriguing  

and interesting characters, especially women characters right from his writings and his past 

films to the last. 
 

MOTHER figures:-The female characters can be divided into a number of categories on the 

basis of their roles and one of them is obviously the mother figures and it starts within the  

trackroom i.e. INDIR THAKRUN from Apu Trilogy and SARBAJAYA from Apu Trilogy and 

we also have Amulya’s mother from Samapti, Subrata’s mother from Mahanagar, 

Siddhartha's mother from Pratidwandi. Apart from this there are a few other characters but  

they are of less significance. 

 
WIFE figures:- And apart from the mother archetypal category, we also have the wife 

category where the first remarkable character Aparna from Apur Sangsar comes into forth 

and then Dayamoyee (film Devi) played by Sharmila Tagore and we have Mrinmoyee in 

film Samapti, Charu from the film Charulata, Karuna from film Kapurush and last but not the 

least Arati from Mahanagar. These last three characters are played by actress Madhabi  

Mukherjee. And again there are few other characters as well. 

 
DAUGHTER/ DAUGHTER-IN-LAW figures:- And the third set can be recognised as 

daughters/ daughter-in-laws , the best examples under this category are Durga from Pather 

Panchali under Apu Trilogy and Manisha from Kanchenjunga. As we know there are few 

characters who are playing multiple characters in that sense because Dayamoyee character  

plays the role of the wife as well as the role of daughter-in-law similarly we have Neelima 

who plays the role of young daughter-in-law in Mahapurush and Jaya, the widowed 

daughter-in-law in Aranyer Din Ratri and Indrani in Ganashatru 

 
OTHER CHARACTERS:- And there are a few other characters as well apart from these 

three categorisation that is the mother ,the wife, and daughter or daughter-in-laws, there are 

few other certain characters in Ray’s writings and films like Ratan in Postmaster, Gulabi in 

Abhijan, Manda from Charulata whom we can consider as in Sister-in-law Categorisation, 

Then we have Aditi in Nayak , Aparna and Duli in Aranyer Din Ratri, Tutul in Seemabaddha, 
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we have Kauna/ Juthika in Jana Aranyo, then we have Sutapa , keya and the Nurse from 

Pratidwandi. They don't exactly fit into this broader category as we mentioned just now. 

 
Now if we analyse the characters of Gulabi and Duli, the way they expressed their feelings 

for the men, it is very much noticeable that they adore and love them so much. Similarly in  

the case of Charu, Karuna or even Jaya too we can see to an extent naturally they try to  

proclaim love but they are married and that unsatisfied marriage bounded them with 

different social marital norms and it leads to more extra marital affairs. Then we have one  

remarkable character Arati. She is already married but we can find her expressions of Desire 

are much muted as if she doesn't have many desires of her own. In each film of the Calcutta 

Trilogy, Satyajit Ray shows patriarchal society that actually symbolises the male lineage who 

inherited the prime judgement in a family, male-centred dominating possesses the 

resonance in a descriptive sense specially in Indian literature with forces of the antagonistic  

corporate capitalism and militant leftism. The siblings of the character Siddhartha in 

Pratidwandi (The Adversary, 1970) represent these two opposite poles, and Siddhartha is 

caught in between. Kona and Somnath in Jana Aranya strike up a collaboration that 

anguishes them psychologically, but ‘the system’ does not leave them with any choice. In  

Ganashatru (An Enemy of the People, 1989), a well-known clinician Dr Ashoke Gupta is 

humiliated and declared public enemy number one for trying to warn the powers that be  

that the holy water of a temple is contaminated. 
 

Then we have Sutapa. Kauna and Nurse- these three characters come under the trilogy and 

pave the expression of desire for their own self more than any man outside of them can 

express which is paramount. In this paper we will basically look into these last two sets who 

are at the two extremes. On one side there is Arati who is shown of Desire and on another 

side there are characters like the Nurse from Pratidwandi. They express their Desire in a very 

bold way. If we focus into the writing of Mahanagar we can see the main character Arati is a  

kind of typical Indian middle class Bengali Gharer Bou which means the angel of the house, 

where she fulfills everyone's needs by suppressing her own Desire We also find that due to  

the socio economic condition the house in which she stays and the room she lives in, those  

are very cramped; there are a lot of furnitures; and lot of people in the house; very much 

congested in that sense. So there is no scope of freedom or empty spaces, no scope for  

reflections which she can have about her own self. 
 

And as we analyse in the film that she is found between the dilemma about whether she is 

good or keeping everyone happy. Then the question arises: is she capable of keeping  

everyone happy by going out and so worthwhile managing the role of a Bread earner of her 

whole family! She is always pulled back by the thoughts about her family and her son. As 

she is working as a salesgirl we can see how less confident she is about her walking style so  

far in comparison to other sales girls in the same organisation and the difference between  

the way she dresses herself and the way others dress themselves. That actually proclaims the 
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quintessential Bengali housewife who is always taunted between the outside world and the 

Inner world from where she is coming. From the latter part of the film we see where she is  

being applied lipstick by one of her Anglo Indian colleagues which she never applied before. 

Now if we look into the expression in the mirror and just next after some scenes there is  

another sequence in the same mirror where she thinks of her husband losing job there is a  

drastic change of expression that strikes out within the conflict of fear of the inner world.  

And we find that she applies the lipstick again and at that time she knows how to apply it.  

She doesn't need any help , and doesn't need to reflect in the mirror much like earlier. So the 

mirror acts as one of the Interesting aspects to reflect the inner soul. Here the mirror is a  

kind of metaphor, that is the place in front of which we expose our own selves and spend a  

lot of time looking at our own reflection of life. 
 

And now if we move on to the next wonderful writing of Satyajit Ray Pratidwandi we can see 

the character Sutapa , the sister of Somnath who is totally career-oriented and ambitious in 

her job. We can find one scene where she comes back home just before the wife of her boss  

came with an allegation presented in front of her brother Somnath. And when asking about  

the explanation she absolutely ignores the fact and doesn't care about it. So therefore we can 

see how the definition of a working woman's character changed in writings. From 1963  

Mahanagar in Calcutta Trilogy in a span of 15 years the whole outlook has changed. The  

character Sutapa has her own Desire and she wants to grow herself against all the 

stereotypical social norms. But for Arati it's just a mere wish to be a part of the other  

salesgirls as she is treated as an equal. But for Sutapa it's not just enough to be equal as she 

knows what she wants to be. The two scenes are juxtaposed where we can see a 

transformation- where the first one depicts the character’s satisfaction in working the feeling 

of independence and the next one depicts her remorseful situation caused by the reluctance 

of her whole family to do her job and earning money. 
 

Here the societal mirror is acting as a tool not only for own self but more for her soul as an  

exhibitionist purpose. In Sutapa’s case we see she is very much ambitious because she 

doesn’t mind taking advances from her boss because she is getting an increment of rupees  

200 and also we find out that she wishes to try modelling. And she is also learning Western  

dance. Both these two things i.e. career in modelling and learning western dance in the 

context of the city in 1970 are not a part of the Bengali middle class psyche. So without any  

doubt she wants to break away from the middle class family mindset and probably she has  

aspirations to lead a better life. So exactly Satyajit Ray repeats in another sequence where 

Siddhartha goes with his friend to a prostitute and there are very subtle connections that  

Ray wants to make here. Because we know that this is all from Siddhartha’s point of view.  

We see the conflict that Siddhartho is having in the scene where he finds similarity in the  

acting of his sister and the nurse cum prostitute in front of the mirror, quite similar 

composition. In a similar way the prostitute lets her hair fall and spends a lot of time in front 

of the mirror as his sister Sutapa does. Just like the Mirrors reflect the inner conflict of the 
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characters, there are references to windows also that give lives to those by making them the 

entrance of the outer world to the inner world, the windows became much more alive 

rather than being just objects. Even in cinema there have been instances where the film 

frame has become windows to look into the psychology of the characters and the situations. 

The windows act as boundaries that the characters’ desires are bound within the frame. The 

window actually limits them to go beyond. Sometimes the window becomes the medium of 

communication of Ray’s characters. Even the placements of the windows also signify an  

immense arguable state of circumstances. The gazing from the front Window resembles the  

characters willingness to explore the unknown or to gain the courage to experience the outer 

world, on the other side the window in back of a room again shrinks the characters’ dreams 

by suppressing their desires and restricts them to come back to their real world. Somewhere 

we see the window reciprocate within the gap of communication between the characters as 

well. 
 

There is another remarkable thing that we can find about Siddhartha is a dream sequence  

where he captured all his family members and close persons around his world. There is  

another character whose name is KEYA, just the opposite of these two characters the Nurse 

and Sutapa, because she is quite thin, non-threatening which Siddhartha considers as a good 

woman characteristic. In the dream sequence we find that the two characters, his sister  

Sutapa and the Nurse, are merged into one because the former one who can go any length 

for her career and latter one who is outside of his family but who has actually been 

prostituting herself . And when the nurse's character changes into keya’s character. Then the 

anxiety of Siddhartho gets splitted and he probably gets relaxed . So we can say that Sutapa, 

the sister character and the nurse character are kind of two sides of one coin. Later he gets  

relief when it transforms into keya’s character who is probably to be his girlfriend. Saty ajit 

Ray actually dramatizes lots of dream sequences in his writings and films as well. And this  

dream sequence is very much important to understand the Bengali middle class psyche. In  

1976 where the question of morality is seriously shaken and Ray portrays this through his 

protagonist. In Pratidwandi Ray shows that Siddhartha is having the problem of the 

identification of the women of his life. He is not prepared to accept the freedom of a woman. 

He probably equates to an extent the willingness of modelling his sister with that of the 

prostitute who probably doesn't have a fixed identity or any previous history. So he is more 

of an alienated character and Ray leaves us with that. In the third part of the Calcutta  

Trilogy, in Jana Aranyo we find that the sister of the hero’s close friend actually prostituted  

herself in a work. Gradually the prostitute doesn't remain outside of the family she 

gradually becomes a part of it. So we see the mirror that reflects the frame of our life: the  

emotions, the feelings, the Desires; the window acts as a medium of expression back to the  

outer world. So we find the young sister, Kauna hiding her real identity under the 

pseudonym Juthika as sex-worker identity and holds on getting paid for her services instead 

of being hired unwittingly by her brother’s friend, the protagonist. Thereby she kept her 
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dignity and image intact in insatiable patriarchal Kolkata and she is actually merging herself 

with both of the roles of a sister and a prostitute. In Pratidwandi the merging was happening 

in the dream sequence and in Jana Aranayo it actually happened in the filmic reality. As we 

can see, the window acts as an extended mirror. Because it not only reflects your own self,  

the behavioral nature and the wish to communicate with the outsider world. 

 

So in the final take we see that the MALE characters of Ray are very much confused and  

restless when it comes to thinking about their wives, mothers, daughters or any other female 

relationships. They are actually victims of middle-class morality and they cannot go out and 

they cannot take their lives in their own hands , and they are very much dependent. And  

they are probably tired of a lot of moral values which they cannot shrug off . But the women 

of the 1970s who are career-oriented, are strong enough to reject all the stereotypical beliefs  

of the middle class family. And this is very much interesting because Somnath in Jana 

Aranyo portrays his moral bindings but at the same time he remains a very confused person 

whereas the woman is very much concerned and confident about her own desires. That she  

needs a different identity of her own and the choices should be of her own. So this brings to 

an end our paper. And we found the reflection on certain aspects of desires as perceived in 

Ray’s films, mostly in the Calcutta Trilogy film as compared to Mahanagar. Again not 

surprisingly in Ray’s films, it is the women in the film who provide a strong moral contrast  

to the men with feet of clay. 
 

Aparna in Aranyer Din Ratri is a woman who through her non-judgemental attitude and 

understanding appeals to the hero’s better self. Her intelligence and perceptiveness come to 

the fore in the famous memory game, where she realizes how winning the game has become 

a matter of male ego for Aseem and lets him win. In that sense, Aparna is the continuation of 

Nayak’s Aditi- a sort of ‘conscience keeper’ to the ‘troubled star’, who comes to the 

realisation that he needs to be a star to her, which is hugely liberating for him. 
 

Consequently all these works deal with the women characters in such a way that the  

characters played the roles within the ambit of safe home (pun intended) to make feel  

themselves to be protected and confined, they have been engineered and sketched l ike a 

pendulum- swinging and oscillating to different situations as there is ambiguous static  

position of their own self identity that arouses the rhythm and texture of the writings. 
 

When the concept of objects is prioritised Satyajit Ray says in an interview ‘My films are 

like...I use the analogy with painting...Bonnard, where the human figure has not much more 

importance than the table, the fruits, the flowers, the landscape, the window, the door...It’s  

all sort of a blend, very close to some Japanese directors.’(1978). As a result in some writings 

we see Ray juxtaposed objects with women. On one side he satirises the contemporary  

patriarchal society by objectifying women in his films and on the other hand giving the  

objects more value for hidden meaning than they appear. However, these women blazed a 
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trail at a time when Indian society was yet to see women as independent entities who need  

not be hyphenated with the men in their lives-their husbands, sons, lovers-for them to find 

their self-identity. At the same time, none of these women have to rave and rant against  

patriarchal mindsets to make their presence felt. Consequently Satyajit Ray’s works prove  

that to portray the desires of women there is no need to undermine the endowment of men. 

This is an abutment generated from Ray’s writings that true feminism validates women’s  

rights without the outlays of men's contribution. 
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