
 
 
Please be aware that this handout contains key plot points; you may wish to wait until 
after viewing the film before reading. 
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Made in 1952, three years before Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali (Song of the Little Road, 
1955), this film would have marked the beginning of the Indian New Wave. However, this 
film was released only in 1977, a year after Ghatak’s death in 1976 at the age of 50. The 
narrative of the film revolves around the travails and tribulations of a family who were forced 
to leave their ‘big house’ signifying prosperity and peace, moving instead to a house that 
feels like a claustrophobic well. The film has an unmistakable Ghatak touch in celebrating 
solidarity and camaraderie among fellow beings, among the disenfranchised and 
dispossessed. The use of sound is particularly unique and notable in this film. Safdar 
Hashmi (1954 – 1989), a notable Indian Marxist playwright & director notes, “…Ritwik made 
pioneering use of sound as an instrument of structuring his film in a dialectical framework. In 
his hands, for the first time, sound in Indian cinema graduated from merely amplifying 
dialogue and 'effect' music to becoming a conscious part of the whole design serving as 
much as to heighten as to comment, analyse and throw into analytical perspective the 
immediate dialogical and narrative context. Another innovation...in Nagarik...was the device 
of using deep focus to place his characters firmly in their social environment."   
 
The film begins with a survey of different aspect of the city of Calcutta in the early 1950s 
depicting the ongoing construction work in the Dalhousie Square. This is the part of the city 
that was the hub of the British colonial administration when Calcutta was the capital of the 
British India and will soon become an administrative hub of the state of West Bengal and a 
site for many political agitations and movements.   
 
The Citizen is Ghatak’s first film. His sensitivity and concern for the society, his discontent 
and frustration with the way Indian society functions, his critique of the position and 
treatment of women in society and above all his pain for the Partition is skillfully woven into 
the narrative of The Citizen. In many ways, this film heralds Ghatak’s cinematic universe that 
is structured around the themes of displacement, a strong sense of engagement with the lost 
‘home.’ Home and hope are the two predominant metaphors of this particular film which will 
be further developed and concreted in his Partition Trilogy.  
 
The story revolves around a family that was forced to move out of their home and were 
compelled to move to rented accommodation in the city. Ramu and Sagar, the male 
protagonists, both highly educated, are looking for jobs to make things better. Sita, Ramu’s 
sister, is waiting for her marriage which is not taking place because of her dark complexion 
and poverty. The story revolves around their daily struggle to stay afloat. In a Bengali article 
Ghatak comments, “অবক্ষয়ের কথা শুনয়ে আমার সমস্ত সত্তা প্রতিবাদ কয়র ওয়ে” [“my whole existence 

protests/resists any reference to decay/defeat” – my translation].  In this film the temporary 
defeat of the protagonists and the social decadence surrounding them is portrayed as a 
springboard for greater resistance to be forged through the proletarian solidarity. 
 



The location of this film is the city of Calcutta. However, Ghatak’s Calcutta is visibly different 
from the portrayal of the city by his two other celebrated colleagues, namely Satyajit Ray and 
Mrinal Sen. While these filmmakers look at Calcutta through the eyes of cultural ‘insiders,’ 
Ghatak depicts the city from the viewpoint of an ‘outsider’ who is also unwanted and 
burdensome, both physically and metaphorically. The idea of pristine ‘home’ that each 
character invokes is drastically different from the ‘temporary’ shelter within the Calcutta 
cityscape which is cruel, barren, and uncaring. The ‘home’ that they are forcibly moved from 
is the caring abode that nurtures the hope of prosperity and love. Every action of the 
protagonists is driven towards going back to their lost home leaving behind the misery that is 
intricately associated with their displacement and ‘temporary’ shelter. At the end of the film, 
they fail to go back to their lost home and move further down. However, towards the end the 
film a resolve of resistance is signaled through tune of the Internationale playing in the 
background soundtrack.  
 
Nagarik/The Citizen (1952, India, 127 minutes) 
Production company: Film Guild; Director: Ritwik Ghatak; Script: Ritwik Ghatak; 
cinematography: Ramananda Sengupta; Music: Hariprasanna Das; Art Director: Bhupen 
Majumdar; Editing: Ramesh Joshi; Voiceover: Ritwik Ghatak 
 
Cast: 
Ramu  Satindra Bhattacharya 
Sita  Sova Sen 
Mother Prova Devi 
Sagar  Ajit Bandopadhyay 
Father  Kali Bandopadhyay 
Uma  Ketoki Devi 
Shephali Gita Shom 
Jatin Babu Keshto Mukherjee 
The Violinist Parijat Basu 
Landlord Gangapada Basu 
Pintu  Master Pintu 
 
    
 


