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RECOVERED TREASURES: 

GREAT FILMS FROM WORLD ARCHIVES

January 15–February 20, 2011
The Wedding day (BAISHEY SHRAVANA)
Saturday, February 12, 2:30 P.M.

1960, 98 mins. 

PLEASE NOTE: Unfortunately, the restoration of the film by the National Film Archive of India was not completed in time for the screening. We are showing a DVD copy of the film.

Written and directed by Mrinal Sen. Story by Kanai Basu. Photographed by Sailaja Chatterjee. Production design by Bansi Chandragupta. Music by Hemanta Mukherjee.

Principal cast:  Jnanesh Mukherjee, Madhabi Mukherjee, Hemangini Devi, Umanath Bhattacharya, Sumita Dasgupta, Anup Kumar, Raiyalakshmi, Asha Devi, Bharati Bannerjee.
Capsule review by Eleanor Mannikka-Rovi, The New York Times:

This is one of the earlier dramas directed by India's Mrinal Sen, before his reputation was solidly established. The story is a poignant, well-observed etching of the personality changes in a salesman as his world, that was always a little wobbly, begins to deteriorate beyond anyone's ability to control. The salesman marries a sixteen-year-old woman who is about half his age. He has always struggled to make ends meet and now after the marriage his luck starts to go downhill. His mother dies and his sales work declines, affecting him in adverse ways. As he tries to come to grips with these misfortunes, World War II erupts and brings widespread hardship—including famine—to India. Unable to stand this final strain, the man breaks apart with tragic consequences.
Excerpt from World Film Directors: Volume II 1945-1985, ed. John Wakeman (H.W, Wilson Company: 1988):

Mrinal Sen…was born and grew up in East Bengal (now Bangladesh). His family, middle-class but far from rich, wanted him to be a doctor, but in 1940 Sen went to Calcutta as a student of physics. There he was drawn into Marxist politics-a commitment that has remained central to his life and work…

During his student days, Sen had little regard for the cinema, despising the commercial products of the vast Indian cinema and those of Hollywood. It was a scientist’s interest in the technical problems of sound recording that first drew him to the medium and led him to work for a time as a maintenance technician in a film studio. After that, he read some of the standard texts of film aesthetics and himself began to write movie criticism. “I didn’t really love the cinema,” he says, “until I discovered European cinema-Renoir, Carne, the Soviet films of the 1920s.”

…His next picture was one that, according to Derek Malcolm, “looks and feels like the first real Sen film.” This was Baishey shravana (The Wedding Day , 1960), about a lonely middle-aged  salesman (Jnanesh Mukherjee) who hawks cosmetics on trains. His marriage to a lovely sixteen-year-old (Madhabi Mukherjee) brings him an interlude of great happiness until he is lamed in a fall from a moving train. The idyllic marriage begins to crumble as he grows increasingly jealous and embittered, and when the appalling Bengal famine of 1943 strikes the village, the relationship collapses in such hatred and selfishness that the young wife is driven to suicide.

If the film shows the visual influence of Ray is in its portrait of rural life, it is closer to neo-realism in its recognition that poverty is the real cause of the couple’s unhappiness-as one critic wrote, “famine…is in many senses the lead character.” It seemed to Forrest Williams that in the terrible concluding sequence Baishey shravana closes into an artistic unity which is more like a single, undirected gesture that has swept from loneliness to hope to anguish than like a succession…of occurences held together by a plot.” The film won a showing at Venice, and established Sen as a talent of major promise.
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