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Rows and Rows
of Fences:
Ritwik Ghatak's
Vision of
Cinema
Ritwik Ghatak, a towering figure in
Indian cinema, wasn't just a
filmmaker; he was a poet, a
political activist, and a relentless
chronicler of displacement and
human suffering. His films, often
characterized by their stark
realism and unflinching portrayal



Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik
Ghatak On Cinema

Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik Ghatak On
Cinema

2

of societal ills, remain deeply
impactful. Understanding Ghatak's
cinematic vision requires exploring
his recurring motif: "rows and
rows of fences," a symbolic
representation of the partitioning
of India and its devastating
consequences on human lives. This
article delves into the significance
of this recurring imagery,
analyzing its impact on his oeuvre
and its contribution to the broader
landscape of Indian and global
cinema.

Ghatak's Cinematic
Language: The
Symbolism of "Rows
and Rows of Fences"
The phrase "rows and rows of
fences" isn't a literal title of any
one of Ghatak's films, but rather a
potent metaphor that encapsulates
the central themes found
throughout his work. These fences
represent the geographical and
psychological boundaries created
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by the partition of India in 1947.
This traumatic event, which
resulted in mass migration and
widespread violence, deeply
affected Ghatak, shaping his
cinematic perspective and
influencing the visual language he
employed. The fences, in his films,
become barriers not just between
countries, but also between
communities, families, and even
individuals, isolating them and
highlighting their alienation. This
powerful symbolism is inextricably
linked to several key aspects of
Ghatak's filmmaking: national
identity, human displacement,
and the psychological impact of
trauma.

### National Identity and the
Broken Homeland

Ghatak's films, including *Meghe
Dhaka Tara* (The Cloud-Capped
Star) and *Komal Gandhar*,
explore the fragmentation of
national identity in the wake of
partition. The "rows and rows of
fences" symbolize the shattered
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unity of the nation, representing
the physical division that mirrored
a deeper emotional and spiritual
rift. Characters grapple with their
sense of belonging, struggling to
reconcile their identities with the
new realities of a fractured
homeland. This struggle isn't
simply geographical; it's also a
crisis of belonging and self-
discovery.

### Human Displacement and the
Refugee Experience

A significant aspect of Ghatak's
work is his focus on the plight of
refugees. His films depict the
harrowing experiences of
individuals uprooted from their
homes and forced to navigate a
chaotic and often hostile new
environment. The fences, in this
context, symbolize the
confinement and limitation of
movement, highlighting the
refugees’ vulnerability and their
desperate search for a sense of
security and stability. He
meticulously documents their
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struggles, their resilience, and
their unwavering spirit in the face
of unimaginable adversity. This
unflinching portrayal of human
suffering underscores the
devastating human cost of political
division.

### Trauma and Psychological
Scars: The Legacy of Partition

Beyond the physical separation,
Ghatak's films powerfully depict
the psychological scars left by
partition. The "rows and rows of
fences" become metaphors for the
emotional barriers that prevent
individuals from healing and
moving on. His characters are
haunted by memories of violence
and loss, struggling with feelings
of guilt, betrayal, and
displacement. These internal
fences mirror the physical ones,
highlighting the lasting
psychological impact of trauma
and the difficulty of finding peace
in the aftermath of such profound
upheaval. This exploration of
mental and emotional scars adds a
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layer of depth rarely seen in other
films dealing with the partition.

Ghatak's Directorial
Style and the Power
of Imagery
Ghatak's filmmaking style
significantly contributes to the
effectiveness of his imagery. He
eschewed polished aesthetics in
favor of a raw, realistic approach.
His use of long takes, handheld
camera work, and naturalistic
acting creates a sense of
immediacy and authenticity,
immersing the viewer in the
emotional turmoil of his
characters. The "rows and rows of
fences" aren’t just passively
presented; they are integral to the
mise-en-scène, often used to frame
characters, emphasizing their
isolation and vulnerability. His
films, therefore, transcend mere
narratives; they are visceral
experiences that force the
audience to confront the harsh
realities of human suffering. This
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deeply empathetic approach
makes his films enduringly
powerful and relevant.

The Enduring Legacy
of Ghatak's Cinema:
Relevance in the
21st Century
Ghatak's films, despite being
produced decades ago, retain their
relevance in the 21st century. The
themes of displacement, national
identity, and the enduring effects
of trauma resonate powerfully with
contemporary audiences grappling
with similar issues on a global
scale. His exploration of human
suffering and his profound
empathy for the marginalized
transcends geographical and
temporal boundaries. The "rows
and rows of fences" can be
interpreted today as metaphors for
various forms of social and
political division—from the
ongoing conflicts across the globe
to the increasingly prevalent
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issues of xenophobia and
inequality. Ghatak's work serves
as a reminder of the human cost of
division and the urgent need for
empathy and understanding. His
powerful imagery compels us to
reflect on our own identities and
responsibilities in a fractured
world.

Conclusion: A
Lasting Cinematic
Testament
Ritwik Ghatak’s cinematic legacy
rests on his ability to transform
deeply personal experiences into
universal themes. The recurring
image of "rows and rows of fences"
is more than just a visual motif; it's
a potent symbol that encapsulates
the multifaceted consequences of
political division. His films are not
simply narratives; they are
powerful testaments to the
enduring strength of the human
spirit in the face of adversity, and
a compelling exploration of the
lasting impact of trauma and
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displacement. His work continues
to inspire filmmakers and
audiences alike, offering a
profound and enduring reflection
on the complexities of human
existence and the enduring power
of cinema to illuminate truth and
foster empathy.

Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQs)
Q1: What makes Ghatak's
portrayal of partition unique?

A1: Ghatak’s portrayal of partition
isn't just about the historical event
itself; it's about the profound
psychological impact on
individuals and communities. He
delves into the emotional scars,
the loss of identity, and the
ongoing struggle for belonging,
offering a much more nuanced and
deeply human perspective than
many other depictions. He focused
on the everyday realities of
displacement, going beyond the
political narrative to examine the
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intimate struggles of the affected
people.

Q2: How does Ghatak's style
contribute to the effectiveness
of his message?

A2: Ghatak's raw, realistic style is
integral to his message. His use of
long takes, handheld camerawork,
and non-professional actors
creates a sense of immediacy and
authenticity, allowing the audience
to experience the emotional
rawness of the characters'
struggles. The lack of polished
aesthetics emphasizes the harsh
realities of displacement and
human suffering.

Q3: What are some other key
themes explored in Ghatak's
films?

A3: Besides partition and
displacement, Ghatak frequently
explored themes of class conflict,
poverty, social injustice, and the
struggle for identity in a rapidly
changing world. Many of his films
critique the socio-political



Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik
Ghatak On Cinema

Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik Ghatak On
Cinema

11

structures that perpetuate
inequality and suffering.

Q4: Why is the "rows and rows
of fences" imagery so
impactful?

A4: The imagery is impactful
because it's simple yet powerfully
evocative. The fences represent
not just physical barriers, but also
the psychological, emotional, and
social divisions created by
partition and other forms of
conflict. It’s a visual metaphor that
resonates deeply with viewers on
multiple levels.

Q5: How does Ghatak's work
compare to other filmmakers
who depicted the partition?

A5: While many filmmakers
addressed partition, Ghatak's
approach was unique in its focus
on the human cost, the
psychological trauma, and the
long-term consequences. Others
might have concentrated on the
political aspects, whereas Ghatak
humanized the experience,
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providing intimate portraits of
individuals grappling with loss,
displacement, and the search for
identity.

Q6: What is the lasting
significance of Ghatak’s work?

A6: Ghatak's work continues to be
relevant because the themes he
explores—displacement, trauma,
the search for identity, and social
injustice—remain pressing global
issues. His films serve as a
powerful reminder of the human
cost of conflict and the importance
of empathy and understanding. His
cinematic language remains
innovative and his approach
deeply humanizing.

Q7: Are Ghatak’s films readily
accessible today?

A7: While some of his films might
be harder to find than mainstream
productions, many are available
through online streaming
platforms and film archives, and
efforts are ongoing to preserve
and restore his work for future
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generations.

Q8: What are some good
starting points for exploring
Ghatak’s filmography?

A8: *Meghe Dhaka Tara* (The
Cloud-Capped Star) and *Komal
Gandhar* are excellent starting
points, as they showcase many of
his key themes and stylistic
choices. *Subarnarekha* (The
Golden Stream) also offers a
compelling perspective on the
impact of partition.

Rows and Rows of
Fences: Ritwik
Ghatak's Cinematic
Vision
Ritwik Ghatak, a luminary of
Indian movie-making, wasn't
merely a cinematographer; he was
a poet who used the instrument of
film to investigate the complexities
of post-independence India. His
films, often marked by their
unflinching realism and bleak
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atmosphere, are less narratives in
the conventional sense and more
profound reflections on nationality,
suffering, and the lasting marks of
history. The representation of
"rows and rows of fences" –
recurrent throughout his oeuvre –
serves as a potent manifestation of
this complex cinematic
perspective.

Ghatak's fences aren't simply
tangible boundaries; they are
complex metaphors that express a
extensive range of interpretations.
They symbolize the geographic
partitions created by the Partition
of India in 1947, leaving
irreparable harm to the collective
mind. These fences isolate not only
spatial areas but also families,
heritages, and identities. They turn
into expressions of the
psychological scars caused upon
the people and the nation as a
whole.

Consider *Meghe Dhaka Tara*
(The Cloud-Capped Star), arguably
Ghatak's most acclaimed work.



Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik
Ghatak On Cinema

Rows And Rows Of Fences Ritwik Ghatak On
Cinema

15

The film's story unfolds amidst the
turbulent backdrop of divided
Calcutta. The family at the heart of
the story is constantly imperiled by
penury, social uncertainty, and the
constant shadow of the Partition's
violence. The tangible fences
bordering their dwelling represent
the internal fences that divide the
individuals from each other, and
from any hope of a brighter future.

Similar imagery infuses Ghatak's
other classics like *Komal
Gandhar* (Soft C Major) and
*Subarnarekha* (The Golden
Stream). In these films, the fences
adopt diverse forms – they might
be literal fences, partitions,
cultural stratifications, or even
psychological impediments. The
constant motif emphasizes the
enduring nature of division and
the struggle of healing in a nation
still wrestling with the legacy of
the Partition.

Ghatak's cinematography further
reinforces the influence of these
representational fences. His shot
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selection, illumination, and
employment of mise-en-scène
often generate a impression of
claustrophobia, isolation, and
despair. The fences, both physical
and figurative, incessantly
encroach upon the characters'
private spaces, mirroring the
encroaching nature of history and
the permanent impact of trauma.

Ghatak's investigation of "rows
and rows of fences" goes farther
than a simple portrayal of the
physical outcomes of the Partition.
His work is a forceful commentary
on the psychological and cultural
implications of national division.
His films are a witness to the
enduring strength of history and
the complexity of healing the past
with the now. His legacy,
therefore, remains to resonate
with audiences internationally,
prompting meditation on the
enduring results of discord and the
significance of grasping the history
to construct a happier future.

Frequently Asked Questions
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(FAQs):

1. Why is the "rows and rows of
fences" motif so significant in
Ghatak's films? The motif
symbolizes the multifaceted
divisions – geographical, social,
psychological – created by the
Partition of India, and the
enduring impact of this trauma on
individuals and society.

2. How does Ghatak's
cinematography contribute to
the theme of fences? His use of
framing, lighting, and mise-en-
scène creates a sense of
claustrophobia, isolation, and
hopelessness, mirroring the
restrictive and isolating effect of
the fences, both physical and
metaphorical.

3. What is the broader message
of Ghatak's films concerning
the Partition? His films are a
powerful commentary on the long-
term psychological and social
consequences of the Partition,
highlighting the challenges of
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reconciliation and the need to
confront the past to build a better
future.

4. Are Ghatak's films difficult to
watch? Yes, due to their bleak
subject matter and unflinching
realism. However, their artistic
merit and profound exploration of
human experience make them
rewarding for viewers willing to
engage with complex and
challenging themes.
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