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Ritwik Ghatak’s Komal Gandhar begins with a question that is also a powerful accusation, 
and a demand for recognition. Bhrigu, as part of his theatre group, is performing in a play 
about Partition. The film begins in media res in two senses – firstly it literally opens in the 
middle of the play, and secondly, it begins after the most important event, Partition, has 
already taken place. As the opening voiceover puts it, “Now starts the second act of today’s 
play.” The film opens on Bhrigu’s face, in character as he shouts, using an instantly 
recognisable East-Bengali accent: “Why should I go? Explain it to me! Why should I leave 
this lovely, tender country, my river Padma? Why should I go?” 
 
Komal Gandhar tells the story of Bhrigu and Anasuya, members of two theatrical troupes 
who tour the villages in post-partition West Bengal, bringing art to the people. Bhrigu and 
Anasuya slowly come together, partly over their shared refugee experience. Later on in the 
film, as we see them standing on the banks of the Padma, the river assumes multiple 
meanings. It becomes at once both the symbol of the home that has been left behind and 
the barrier that prevents the characters from going back home. 
 
As they stand next to the riverine border between what was at the time India and East 
Pakistan, their talk turns to the memories of the homes they have left behind. Looking across 
the river, Bhrigu points his old home out and speaks of the terrible loss of forced 
homelessness: 
 

“My own home is just on the other side [of the river]. Those huts which you see there. 
So near but I will never be able to return. It is a foreign land. When you told me your 
home was somewhere there, do you know what I was doing? I was looking for my 
own home. Because my home too was exactly there.”  

 
Ghatak depicts the trauma of the loss of this home – and in the process, the loss of home 
comes to signify so much more. Anasuya talks about it as a loss of peace and certainty: 
 

“The word is perhaps ‘tranquil’. My grandma used to use it. I don’t think we will ever 
get that tranquillity again. It feels like we have somehow become outsiders. Don’t you 
think? Whenever I think of my old home, I remember the waters around my home. 
My mother used to bathe us in the morning and then take us to worship the Sun. We 
used to walk so much.” 

 
If the river can at once symbolise the home, and the impossibility of going back to home, 
then so can the train, as Bhrigu sums up his changing attitudes towards the railway line: 
 

“The place where we were standing by the railway line, when we used to come back 
from Kolkata, we used to get off there, the boat would be there to take us across the 
river, Mother would be waiting. I had a strange thought standing there. I thought the 



railway line used to be a plus sign, but now it has become a minus sign. That’s where 
the country has been cut in two.”  

 
A few minutes later this pain is demonstrated on screen in a stunning piece of cinema. The 
camera is used to create a POV shot of the track, as if the engine itself has become 
narrator. As the camera tracks along the railway line, the music becomes more and more 
frenetic, mimicking the noise of the train. The song is the same one that we have heard the 
boatmen on the river singing – providing an acoustic link with the river that can now no 
longer be crossed.  
 

I beg of you Ali, I beg of you Ali, 
  Oh, boatman, are you going to the shore? 
  I’d vanished once, but I have come back again. 
  Heave-ho, heave-ho 
  You cannot win a race  

With a hole in your boat, 
  Better to go back home 
  Heave-ho, heave-ho 
 
The song is a staple of the boatmen plying the river, and provides an auditory link to the 
riverscape that East Bengal represents, the importance of which can be seen throughout 
most of Ghatak’s cinema – from Titas Ekti Nodir Naam to Subarnarekha. The joy of the 
various members of the theatre group as they wash in the waters of the river is, however, 
cruelly juxtaposed by Bhrigu and Anasuya’s realisation that returning home is an 
impossibility.  
 
The train and the river become at once a symbol of unity and a symbol of division, at once a 
plus sign and a minus sign, both a method of transporting oneself across the border, and a 
resource that needs to be divided out between the two new nation-states. The music builds 
up to a crescendo and the camera hits the impermeable barrier as the screen blacks out to 
reflect the impossibility of further movement. The barrier marks the end of the railway line 
and the limit of the nation-state, preventing the characters and the audience from crossing 
the river and going home.  
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