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I
n the year 1961, a significant trib-
ute was paid by the renowned
filmmaker and author Satyajit Ray.
He chose to resurrect �Sandesh�,

the beloved children�s magazine origi-
nally established by his grandfather,
Upendrakishore Ray Chowdhury. This
heartfelt endeavour was not only an
homage to his grandfather�s legacy but
also a poignant acknowledgment of
the immense contribution made by his
father, Sukumar Ray. Under Sukumar
Ray�s remarkable editorial guidance,
"Sandesh" had achieved iconic status,
becoming a household name through-
out Bengal.

In the eight years that Sukumar
got to take over the editorship of
Sandesh, he wrote and illustrated
innumerable pieces that are revolu-
tionary in any sub-adult literature in
the world. So Sandesh, the magazine
again relaunched under the editorship
of Satyajit Ray and Subhash
Mukhopadhay in 1961, was actually a
giant step to rediscover the world of
Sukumar Ray, who died in 1923 just at
the age of 35.

Ray again offered his literary trib-
ute to his illustrated father in 1966
when he translated many poems from
�Abol Tabol� (The Ridiculous) and the
collection Nonsense Rhymes of Suku-
mar. Ray opened the door for non-
Bengali readers to read Sukumar. With
his extraordinary command of both
Bengali and English, Ray did almost
equal justice to the English translation.
His father�s extra-ordinary power of
imagination and peerless selection of
words were converted into English
with no loss of magic in most of the
translation.

Ray got the best chance to offer
the richest tribute to his father in his
birth centenary year of 1987 when the
Government of West Bengal offered
him to make a documentary on Suku-
mar Ray.

Cinema, the most adorable form
of art to Satyajit Ray, was perhaps the
best way to pay homage to his father,
but this time luck was not on Satyajit
Ray�s side. It was a time when he was
slowly recovering after a prolonged
period of suffering from heart disease.
He has been partly bedridden and
homebound since 1984. He was not
doing any films or even travelling
unless it was very essential.

Thus, when the offer landed on
his lap, he accepted it, knowing his
limitations as a director.

The biggest challenge of making a
documentary on Sukumar Ray was
that there was no film footage of the
man. For any biographical documen-
tary film, footage of the man in the
subject adds huge visual delight. Ray,
while making a documentary on
Rabindrnath Tagore in 1961, was
blessed with several film clips and
newsreels of Tagore taken both in
India and abroad. This time, deprived
of such elements, he was forced to
depend on old photographs, illustra-
tions, newspaper clips, old family let-
ters, diaries, etc. With this, Ray had to
recreate the magic of his script-writ-

ing perfection for documentaries that
the world had seen in Rabindranath
Tagore, Sikkim, Bala and Inner Eye.

The first thing that made it diffi-
cult for Ray to make a documentary on
his father was his misfortune of not
knowing him personally as a son. Ray
lost his father in 1923, when he was
just two and a half years old. So many
times Ray has said clearly that he is not
introduced to his father as any son
does, but rather that he knows him
through his world of creativity.

This disadvantage of �not know-
ing a father but only knowing an iconic
literary genius� named Sukumar Ray
actually converted into an advantage
to the director because it prevented
him from going overly emotional at
any point in the entire film. Ray, unlike
recreating childhood scenes from the
Rabindranath Tagore documentary,
just used many black-and-white pho-
tographs of Sukumar and his family
members at the beginning of the film.
In the first 12 minutes or so, Ray navi-
gates into the world of the Ray Chowd-
hury family with a lot of known and
unknown facts through the back-
ground commentary rendered by
Soumitra Chatterjee. The best part of
that part is telling the rich cricket lega-
cy of his family, a fact not known to
many people before the era of Google.

Sukumar�s role and efforts to
make Sandesh a leading children's
magazine of that time are very visible
in the film. Ray salvaged and showed
many rare cover designs, headpieces,
and illustrations done by his father for
Sandesh. In a nutshell, he exploited the
unseen archive of the magazine to a
great extent, which no doubt enriched
the film. It is a visual delight to see the
colour paintings of Sukumar and his
modern printing output on the pages
of his edited magazine.

Ray spent a considerable amount
of time connecting Sukumar�s close
relationship with Rabindranath
Tagore. He mentions Sukumar�s asso-
ciation and Tagore�s affection for this
talented servant of Bengali literature.
In the documentary, we get to see a
group photo taken in London in 1912
where a young Sukumar Ray, then
doing higher studies in printing and

photography in England, is seated next
to Tagore, who was travelling to Eng-
land with his English translation of
Gitanjali. The film shows Sukumar�s
article on Tagore�s literary work, which
was published in London�s famous

Quest magazine. It talks about the
movement launched by Sukumar and
his young friends of Bramha Samaj to
include Tagore in its committee, and a
small booklet with the title "Keno
Rabindratha ke Chai" (Why
Rabindranath is required), then pub-
lished by the young gang, was also
shown.

As an editor, Sukumar Ray con-
vinced Tagore to contribute to
Sandesh. A clip comes on the screen
where the spectator sees Tagore�s sig-
nature on the page of Sandesh.
Tagore�s soulful lecture read in Shanti-
niketan after Sukumar�s untimely
demise and Tagore�s visit to him on his
deathbed were also mentioned in the
commentary rendered.

Surprisingly, Satyajit Ray omitted
two vital facts that relate to Tagore and
his father.

One is an iconic photograph of
Tagore taken by Sukumar Ray; it was
not mentioned in the film, and another
fact that went unmentioned is Tagore�s
special preface written for Sukumar�s
first story book, �Pagla Dashu,� pub-
lished in 1940, 17 years after his
demise.

Ray tried to include every single
creative merit that Sukumar Ray
showed in his short life as an editor,
illustrator, club secretary, organiser,
photographer and even as an activist
in Brahmo Samaj.

His proficiency in technology,
whether it is modern printing or pho-
tography, was vividly mentioned in the
film; however, Ray missed to mention
that Sukumar was a very good organ
player and music composer, as well as
a merit Satyajit
himself

inherited from a man with whom he
did not interact much in real life.

Another vital side of Sukumar Ray,
which his son did not mention in the
documentary, was that he was a sci-
ence fiction writer and a contributor
of serious articles to leading publica-
tions both in English and Bengali.

While in London, Sukumar, an
avid follower of modern printing tech-
nology and photography, wrote two
serious articles in Penrose�s Pictorial
Annual. He also contributed an article
to Probashi. Recently, an article pub-
lished in Ananda Bazar Patrika by
Goutam Chakraborty on 24 September
2023, has shown the vast arena of nat-
ural science, astronomy, industrialisa-
tion, history and civilization to which
Sukumar contributed 105 articles in
his edited magazine Sandesh, along
with at least 16 biographies of titans
like Charles Darwin, Joan of Arc, Liv-
ingstone, Florence of Night, etc.

In the 1920s, Sukumar inserted
the idea of sending man to the moon
through a firework rocket in a write-
up and also clarified the evolution the-
ory of Charles Darwin for his young
readers. Considering all these extraor-
dinary articles written by a young edi-
tor of a magazine, Debasis Mukhopad-
hay, in an article published in Aajkal
dated 30 October 2022, it is very rightly
said that it was Sukumar Ray who
upgraded the child magazine Sandesh

magazine from a child magazine to a
new age teen magazine when no one
in India ever thought of such an idea.

It is unfortunate that this amazing
side of Sukumar Ray was not boldly
mentioned in the script of Satyajit
Ray�s documentary. He had the chance
to throw light on this side of Sukumar
Ray rather than give too much impor-

tance to the enactment of his plays.
While trying his best to project

Sukumar Ray as a mature, talent-
ed literary figure not confined to

the small world of children's
literature, Satyajit Ray simply

overlooked a wider spectrum of his
father�s work.

The documentary is a good exam-
ple of self-control exercises.

Satyajit had every easy scope to
overload the script with many short
interviews and bytes of elderly people,
including himself, talking about Suku-
mar Ray, but he did not include any.
His own name comes only once when
commentary runs to describe that in
1921, Sukumar�s wife Suprabha gave
birth to a son, and the newborn was
named Satyajit.

It was the point where emotional
turmoil could have overtaken Satyajit
Ray. He could have added information,
like that his name was initially decided
to be Prasad, which was later changed
to Satyajit. He even did not mention the
only recollected memory of him with
his father seeing a steamer going on the
Ganga in Sodepur. All these small tit-
bits, which have huge personal value
but are not that important for common
people, were smartly and ruthlessly
avoided. In this regard, Ray has shown
his global standard as a filmmaker.

To make the audience understand
Sukumar Ray�s ability as a playwright,
Ray screened three of his plays in small
fragments. Noted actors like Utpal

Dutta, Soumitra Chatterjee, Chiranjit
Chakraborty, Santosh Dutta, Tapen
Chatterjee and young students of
Patha Bhavan School were cast. While
The character of Santosh Dutta in the
play "Ha Ja Ba Ra La" was shown in
shadows and made a profound impact
in the film. The play "Lakshmaner
Shaktishel" is covered for a longer
span, and Tapen as Hanuman and
Soumitra as Ram enacted the play like
any normal play. A song by Anup
Ghoshal was also included in it.

The best thing about this docu-
mentary is that Ray did not try to show
Sukumar Ray as a writer only meant
for children's literature. The entire
effort given by Ray in this film is to
show Sukumar as an exceptionally tal-
ented man who is equally comfortable
in the worlds of science, the arts, and
commerce as well.

The documentary ends with the
last stage of Sukumar�s life and finally
his premature death when he was at
the apex of his creativity. In his many
poems, Sukumar was slowly express-
ing his impending death in a pensive
tune, and Ray made Soumitra read one
of his last poems, which talks about
ending his song "Ganer Pala Sango
Mor �.

Ray showed clips of many news-
papers reporting the untimely death of
Sukumar Ray, and in that, The States-
man was shown with the wrong mast-
head. As an avid reader of The States-
man from his early teens, this should
not have been overlooked by Ray.

Satyajit Ray scholar Debasis
Mukhopadhay thinks that it will be
unfair to compare Ray�s other classi-
cal documentaries with this Sukumar
Ray, which he did inside the studio
and even some work at his home.

Debasis, who is one of the best
collectors of anything related to Satya-
jit Ray, thinks the flashing of various
characters in Sukumar Ray�s writing
shown in the beginning of the film
itself is a little amateurish, and Ray�s
inability to take a camera outdoors is a
big drawback of the film. Debasis
reminded me that this is the only doc-
umentary Satyajit Ray made in which
he himself did not do voiceover com-
mentary in his signature baritone, and
this is his only documentary made in
Bengali. The rest of the four are all in
English, and he himself is the voice
behind the screen.

No master has all his work equally
great. So is Satyajit Ray. Considering
his physical limitations at the time of
making this documentary, the tight
budget provided by the Government
of West Bengal, and the additional
mental pressure of not falling into any
trap of being overly emotional, Satyajit
Ray tried his best in his last documen-
tary that he made after many years.

The Sukumar Ray documentary,
directed by Satyajit Ray, was to be
released on 30 October 1987, on his
100th birthday at Nandan. As the hall
was not available, it was released a day
later, on 31 October 1987, in the pres-
ence of Jyoti Basu and the director
himself.

The author is a freelance contributor 
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I
n the whimsical wonderland of
words, where nonsense reigns
supreme and laughter dances to
its own delightful tune, there exists

a treasure trove of linguistic lunacy
and literary lightheartedness. Fellow
readers, welcome to the world of Suku-
mar Ray�s �Abol Tabol� � where rhymes
rhyme for the sake of rhyming, and
absurdity is an art form unto itself.
Let�s embark on a journey through the
mind-bending maze of Ray�s rhymes
of whimsy, where the alphabet is a
playground and the imagination runs
wilder than a caffeinated Cheshire Cat. 

Whimsical nonsense verse or wise
poetry?

Much like Edward Lear�s limer-
icks, Sukumar Ray was a maestro of
nonsense literature. Contrary to what
might seem like gibberish to children,
his oeuvre was filled with satirical
commentary on the cultural, socio-
economic and political conditions pre-
vailing in British India. 

In the 1921 poem titled �Baburam
Sapurey�, Sukumar Ray weaves a nar-
rative that cleverly satirises the con-
cept of bravado. The poem humorous-
ly tells the tale of a man who, in a dis-
play of supposed courage, confronts
and beats up a snake that neither
moved nor posed any threat by biting.
This seemingly absurd scenario serves
as a metaphorical critique of the non-
violent nationalists of that era.

In this context, the poem can be

seen as a playful jab at the perceived
ineffectiveness or �spinelessness� of
non-violent nationalist movements.
Sukumar Ray�s choice to depict a
snake that neither reacts nor retaliates
highlights the idea that some individu-
als or groups may engage in performa-
tive actions that seem brave but lack
substance or impact. By using humour
and satire, Ray underscores the con-
trast between the image of bravado
and the actual efficacy of non-violent
resistance, inviting readers to reflect
on the complexities of political and
social movements in British India dur-
ing his time.

In 1922, Sukumar Ray penned a
work titled �Ekushey Ain�, a collection
of whimsical and unconventional laws
that included a provision for the arrest
of poets. This seemingly bizarre set of
laws is widely regarded as a satirical
commentary, likely directed at the
Rowlatt Act of 1919. The Rowlatt Act, a
piece of legislation enacted during the
British colonial rule in India, granted
the government sweeping powers to
detain individuals without trial, essen-
tially curbing civil liberties. 

Published in the �Sandesh� maga-
zine in 1916, the poem �Haturey�,
meaning �quackish�, appears to have
been a satirical critique aimed square-
ly at the young British officers of the
Indian Civil Service (ICS) during the
tumultuous times of the First World
War. This biting commentary was a
response to a significant shift in the
ICS landscape. In the 1914 ICS exami-

nation, 47 candidates successfully
passed, but surprisingly, 14 of them
opted to serve their country rather
than join the government service. This
departure of 14 candidates, constitut-
ing nearly a third of the successful can-
didates, had substantial implications.
Consequently, inexperienced junior
officers found themselves entrusted
with increasingly significant responsi-
bilities starting in 1915, and by 1916,
the situation had reached a critical
juncture. The poem �Haturey� likely
sought to highlight the perceived inad-
equacies and amateurish qualities of
these young officers thrust into pivotal
roles during a challenging period in
history. 

The poem titled �Bombagorer
Raja�, which can be translated as �King
of Bombagarh�, uses satire to lampoon
ineffective governance by presenting
a nonsensical depiction of a topsy-
turvy world. In this whimsical portray-
al, the elites squander food on frivo-
lous activities such as framing choco-
lates or inserting nails into custard
pies. The king himself is depicted as
wholly preoccupied with trivial amuse-
ments, even having his ministers seat-
ed on his lap. The poem humorously
highlights the issue of nepotism by
showcasing favouritism towards the
queen�s brother, the king�s aunt and
the king�s uncle. Within this peculiar
realm of Bombagarh, progress is hin-
dered as even essential items like a sil-
ver pocket watch find themselves
immersed in bizarre scenarios, such as

being boiled in butterscotch. Sukumar
Ray�s �Bombagorer Raja� offers a comi-
cal yet pointed commentary on mis-
rule, extravagance and nepotism,
using absurdity as a lens through
which to critique the state of affairs in
this fantastical world. 

Ray�s extensive use of hybridity
and non-binarism in his poems was a
result of �cultural cross-pollinations�.
The poem �Khichuri� introduced sev-
eral anthropomorphic and portman-
teau creatures like �Hansjaru�
(swan+porcupine), �Girgitia�
(chameleon +parrot) and �Singharin�
(lion+deer). Though hybridity in the
colonial era addressed fears about
cross-racial encounters, Ray�s own
investigation of hybridity was imbued,
instead, with a form of ambivalence,
acknowledging both the progressive
potential as well as the undesirable
aspects of hybrid forms of existence. 

The poem �Ramgaroorer Chhana�,
which can be translated as �The Sons
of Ramgaroo�, achieves a remarkable
and nonsensical allure by subverting
typical human behaviour. In this
whimsical tale, Sukumar Ray playfully
depicts a world where people reject
happiness in favour of perpetual sor-
row, gently chiding those who dismiss
laughter as frivolous. Contrasting this,
�Katukutu Buro� (�The Old Tickler�)
satirises those who bore others with
dull jokes. Ray�s artistic depiction,
combining a human face with a rep-
tilian body, lends itself to a psycholog-
ical metaphor representing the forceful

suppression of instinct and spontane-
ity, symbolised by laughter. 

In �Gonf Churi�,  (�Missing
Whiskers�), the sheer nonsensical
absurdity is encapsulated in the idea
of stealing something inherently
unstealable. The boss� fury and his ver-
bal abuse directed at his subordinates
in the workplace take on an aspect of
utter implausibility. However, within
this whimsical narrative, the poem
astutely portrays the dynamics of
power between overbearing authority
figures and their compliant subordi-
nates in a manner that is true to life. 

From reversing human behaviour
to mocking solemnity, Ray�s verses

take us on a playful journey. In
these humorous escapades,

he skillfully critiques society while cel-
ebrating the joy of laughter. As we bid
adieu to this whimsical expedition,
let�s remember that sometimes, the
absurd holds the mirror to reality, and
laughter is the wisest response of all. 

The author is a journalist on the staff of The
Statesman 
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