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Abstract 

This paper aims to investigate Ray’s portrayal of liminality and the female gaze in Charulata 

(1964) and Ghare Baire (1984), both of which primarily articulate the stories of two women 

(Charu and Bimala respectively), entangled within the cobwebs of their seething, unfulfilled 

sexuality, amidst a newly-globalised urban culture, punctuated with political turmoils and 

ideological conflicts. Their tempestuous interactions with the societal space, both tangible 

and intangible, that surround them, and the men in their lives make them dwell in a liminal 

space, filled with an ambiguous sense of virtue. In Ray’s films, this sexual ambivalence is 

characterised by the liminality between the scenic and extrascenic spaces, which, in turn, 

defines the female gaze as the director’s lenses paint a picture of the new wave of socio-

political and socio-cultural movements in the early twentieth-century Bengal. Brinda Bose’s 

essay on ‘Modernity, Globality, Sexuality, and the City: A Reading of Indian Cinema’, analyses 

the ‘necessary’ process of urbanisation as a marker of ‘moral degeneracy of the nation easily 

analogous with female sexual transgression/ promiscuity with the nation personified as a 

woman’, by using the concept of the liminal space, ‘a site of both empowerment through 

transgression and containment through regulation’. The research paper, however, would 

focus on the liminal space propagated by Ray through his contrasting depiction of scenic and 

extrascenic spaces to satiate the equivocal voices in Charu and Bimala, along with their way 

of ‘gazing’ into an equally dishevelled society - a gaze that helps them transcend the barriers 

of politics and urbanisation into a state of universal janiformity, symmetrical with their 

sexual immorality. The first section of the paper would explore Ray’s usage of these theatrical 

spaces through his character sketches, shots and dialogues, while the second section of the 

paper would delve into the ‘female gaze’on a newly revolutionised society.  

Keywords: liminality between scenic and extra-scenic spaces: thoughts, words, poetry 

and speech in charulata and ghare baire. 
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Introduction 

In Ray’s oeuvre, the woman, 

embellished with her desire to surpass 

the threshold by transgressing the 

stereotypical and stringent definitions 

of female morality, are often shown to 

dwell on a liminality, which essentially 

defines their existence, and is 

articulated through Ray’s use of scenic 

and extrascenic spaces to accentuate 

sexual irony. Ruth Ronen, in ‘Space in 

Fiction’, defines scenic space as “a 

space immediately presented”, and 

extrascenic space as a space 

“presented verbally by the characters. 

She alludes to Issacaroff and states, 

 

“The former is materialised and 

directly perceived whereas the latter, 

mediated through language, is 

perceived like a textual space of a 

story.” 

 

Satyajit Ray makes use of such scenic 

and extrascenic space in his films, 

Charulata and Ghare Baire to nurture 

their sexual and ideological liminality. 

In Charulata, Ray captures a scene 

where Amal trifles with his gestures, 

musing over life and its whimsical 

anomalies (“Birth and Death”, “Day and 

Night”, and “Mirth and Despair”), as 

Charu engages in intricate handicraft, 

her eyes forging ignorance towards 

Amal with deliberate, yet surreptitious 

coyness. Their dulcet tones, swiftly 

steers into a deep conversation, replete 

with intellectual awareness and subtle 

verbal incongruity of opinions. The 

room, adorned with elaborate 

furniture, featuring a meticulous 

‘housewife’, and a romantic maverick, 

armed with westernised education, 

becomes a scenic space where the 

extra-scenic space of apparent 

paradoxes merge. Carefully 

juxtaposing the material, as 

symbolised by the pair of slippers, 

which Charu is weaving on a wooden 

skeletal structure, and the mellifluity of 

Amal’s words, Ray portrays the 

liminality on which Charu treads, 

perhaps, initially unbeknownst to her. 

Amal, here, shadows the Shavian poet 

Eugene Marchbanks, who reads out 

poetry to Candida, who, otherwise, is 

trapped in a limbo of the drudgery of 

domestic chores. However, unlike 

Candida, Charu’s maternal instincts 

towards Amal are not ruthlessly 

conscious, but an organic extension of 

her yearning for him - her suppressed 

sexual longing waiting to effusively 

elude her of the societal barriers which 



 

 

 

John Foundation Journal of EduSpark  ISSN 2581-8414 (Print) 
 ISSN 2582-2128 (Online) International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research Studies 

 

 
A Quarterly Peer Reviewed /Refereed Multidisciplinary Journal     Vol.4, Issue.1,    January –March 2022 32 

 

 

define feminine roles within the 

shackles of archaic moral codes and 

ethics. Ray, with a dextrous stroke of 

masterful craft, articulates this in a 

scene in the movie, which paints the 

image of Charu swinging in the garden, 

sweeping her eyes around her 

surroundings, through her lorgnette. 

She pauses at a window and stares at a 

mother, cajoling her child. A pall of 

gloom casts over her face. The very 

next moment, she places her 

lorgnette's gaze over Amal. Ray, 

therefore, gives a metaphorical 

indication towards Charu's unreleased 

maternal instincts, all of which get 

directed towards Amal, as Charu 

swings between her sexual attraction 

towards him and authority over him. 

Her marriage to the quintessential 

Bengali liberal thinker, Bhupati, stands 

as an ironic testament against the 

potential of a well-read, sharp-witted 

woman - a potential that would 

eventually enable her to discover her 

carnality, in a seamless alignment with 

her cultural awareness. Therefore, 

through Ray’s lenses, Charu and Amal’s 

poetry, becomes the language of an 

extra-scenic space which nestles 

Charu’s repressed sexual and 

intellectual prowess, amidst a scenic 

space, portraying the extravagance and 

concreteness of the mansion in which 

Charu, with her wavering and fleeting 

loyalty, resides. Similarly, in Ghare 

Baire, Ray places Bimala in a marriage 

of measured intimacy with Nikhilesh, a 

liberal Bengali zamindar who 

encourages female education and 

independence. Surrounded by 

furniture made of Lazarus wood, and 

draped in a saree stitched with 

Manchester cotton, Bimala, in 

comparison to Charu, is, perhaps, less 

sentient towards her own perceptions. 

Her political awareness is scantily 

impressioned with a nebulous 

knowledge of the Swadeshi movement. 

Her supportive attitude towards the 

Swadeshi movement, at best, is 

superficial, as she fails to perceive her 

domestic space, filled with products 

manufactured in Britain, is an ironical 

assault to her belief system which 

adheres to the principle of Swadeshi - 

something that dictates an absolute 

abolition of British goods. Similarly, 

her sexual desires lie perched amidst 

her self-proclaimed ‘happiness’ upon 

residing behind the ‘pardas’, and her 

subconscious affinity towards the 

outside. She breaks into a rhapsody, 

assimilating her voice with Nikhilesh. 
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Their mellifluous music becomes an 

extra-scenic space, perfectly 

complementing the scenic space 

characterising their financial affluence, 

apparent marital reverie, and lastly, 

perhaps, a paradoxical premonition of 

Sandip’s arrival. The extrascenic space 

of the music remains in alignment with 

Bimala’s political ignorance and sexual 

innocence, both of which, remain 

concealed beyond her own perception 

until the arrival of Sandip, a staunch 

nationalist who storms into the lives of 

the Choudhurys with his radical 

thoughts and impressionable speeches, 

containing revolutionary ideas against 

the policies undertaken by the British. 

As Bimala balances her way between 

‘the home and the world’, the scenic 

space of the mansion’s ‘andarmahal’ 

becomes symptomatic of Bimala’s 

unexplored sexuality and ideals, which 

find revelation through her 

acquaintance with Sandip. Therefore, 

Sandip’s speeches and his intimate and 

seductive conversations with his 

‘queen bee’, Bimala, acts as the site of 

the extra-scenic space, or rather, a 

threshold which Bimala crosses during 

a process of self-actualisation. While 

Sandip acts as a medium of Bimala’s 

attempt to determine her respective 

positions inside ‘home’, as well as the 

outside ‘world’, Bimala, with her 

vacillating faithfulness, becomes an 

embodiment of liminality, resonating 

with Charu. The extra-scenic space, 

further delineating the ironic liminal 

space inhabited by Bimala, is also 

conveyed by her consistent training to 

assimilate herself with western 

classical music, speech and 

mannerisms, all of which glaringly 

contrasts with her rendition of a 

Bengali song, as a marker of her 

obedience towards her husband’s 

wishes. Bimala’s liminality percolates 

through layers, as she immerses 

herself into westernised education, 

amidst a plethora of western 

‘materials’, but ‘spiritually’, imbibes the 

essence of the Swadeshi movement 

which essentially thrived on boycotting 

western products and services. In this 

regard, the researcher's opinion aligns 

with that of Steve Vineberg, as he says, 

 

“When Nikhilesh (Victor Banerjee), the 

liberal prince of The Home and the 

World (set in 1907), gives his wife 

Bimala (Swatilekha Chatterjee) a 

British education and insists on 

bringing her out of purdah, into 

society, she falls in love with another 
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man--Nikhilesh’s boyhood friend 

Sandip (Soumitra Chatterjee) who 

leads the movement calling a rejection 

of all things English and an embracing 

of Indian culture.”  

 

Bimala’s liminality, therefore, lies in 

the irony of her actions and ideologies, 

as she occupies paradoxical positions 

within the scope of the scenic and 

extrascenic spaces in Ray’s film. Ray, 

thus, paints the picture of Bimala 

through nuanced shades of confounded 

morality, and convulsive principles, 

burdened under the intensity of her 

unreleased sexuality, which, 

eventually, finds a culmination as she 

unravels the hypocrisy in Sandip and 

realises her commitment towards 

Nikhilesh, who, like Bhupati in 

Tagore’s ‘Nastaneer’ and Ray’s 

‘Charulata’, apparently advocates the 

autonomy of a woman-  

 

“A wife was like a pole-star, self-

luminous, a light that no wind could 

blow out, that needed no fuel to burn 

brighter” (Nastaneer). 

 

Bimala and Charu, in Ray, are entwined 

with each other due to their volatile, 

yet stubborn sexual impulses, 

channelised towards two men, who, in 

intricately different ways, awaken their 

latent aspirations. Despite oscillating 

in the liminality of being a traditional 

and responsible housewife on one 

hand, and a free-spirited, well-versed 

and sexually independent ‘new 

woman’ on the other, Charu, still, fails 

to cross the boundaries of ‘home’, a 

feat, which her successor Bimala 

achieves, albeit while being oscillating 

between two men, which, in a way, 

makes her a woman who unwittingly 

masquerades patriarchy. Therefore, 

despite her character, acting as a foil to 

Bara Rani who has sacrificed her own 

identity at the altar of her late 

husband, her identity, too, remains 

defined by the thoughts, ideologies and 

actions of two men, thus, making her 

reel from a disguised and ambivalent 

sense of individualism. Her passion 

towards Sandip lacks the guiltless 

freedom of Catherine Earnshaw’s 

assertive love for Heathcliff in Emily 

Bronte’s Wuthering Heights. Unlike 

Catherine, whose liminality is 

characterised by her inability to orient 

her ambition for societal recognition 

with her undying devotion towards the 

moorish Heathcliff, Bimala’s lack of 

finding a steady psychological plain 
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triggers off her obscure vision of the 

‘home and the world’, caught in a 

labyrinth of contrived liberalism, 

propagated by Nikhilesh, and extremist 

ideologies, propagated by Sandip.  

 

The Female Gaze and Sexuality 

amidst the political new-wave in 

Ray 

“In this matter of the visible, 

everything is a trap.” - Jacques Lacan 

 

In Charulata and Ghare Baire, Ray’s 

depiction of the world through the 

eyes of the female protagonist reverses 

the Lacanian psychoanalysis as 

propagated by Laura Mulvey in her 

1975 essay “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema” where she 

politicizes the conscious, as well as 

unconscious male gaze in cinema, 

acting as the extension of the 

omnipresence of patriarchal 

surveillance. She states,  

 

“Psychoanalytic Theory is... 

appropriated as a political weapon, 

demonstrating the way the 

unconscious of patriarchal society has 

structured in film form.” 

 

In defiance of such ‘male gaze’, Ray 

renders his heroines, the weapon of 

‘sight’, the intellect to observe, and 

lastly, the power to savour voyeuristic 

pleasure. Charu, with her pair of 

binoculars and lorgnettes possesses an 

apparent sense of authority over her 

surroundings as she attempts to 

engage in a transitory epiphany 

through the liminality between her 

physical confinement within the 

‘andarmahal’, and her psychological 

freedom of thoughts, by extending her 

‘gaze’ from her own space, which 

remains camouflaged from the outside 

space, dominated by the ‘male gaze’. 

 To quote Bose,  

“...Charu’s story celebrates...the private 

female space, autonomously opposed 

to the public, male-centric spaces that 

women are forced to negotiate in all 

the worlds they inhabit.” 

 

Therefore, as Charu presses her gaze 

through the windows of her mansion, 

the director focuses on the rays of 

sunlight painting patterns amd 

creating a farrago of hues with ‘light’ 

and ‘darkness’ horizontally settling on 

to the contours of her face, in 

alignment with her morbid loneliness, 
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reminding the audience of a similar 

scene in Ghare Baire, which depicts an 

image of Bimala, stealthily watching 

Sandip’s oratory to infuse the spirit of 

Swadeshi among nationalist thinkers. 

Charu’s omniscient gaze is dexterously 

painted right in the very first scene 

when Charu deftly scurries from one 

window to the other, observing the 

same man walking along the street, 

from different angles. Her hurried 

steps help her reach the window, 

moments before her sight falls parallel 

with the scene of the man walking 

outside. Ray, therefore, empowers 

Charu with a sense of control over the 

outside ‘world’, as she is enabled with 

the ability to ‘match her steps’ in 

alignment with the flow of life, or 

perhaps, even with the socio-political 

construct of the ‘outside’, which 

usually remains ‘blind’ to a woman, her 

‘sight’, and her ‘voice’. Here, Charu’s 

lorgnettes become the emblem of her 

untrammelled notion of the world, or 

perhaps her delusion of so. The 

precarious position of Charu’s freedom 

is masterfully blended with her brief 

tryst with self-actualised vision as the 

director juxtaposes an image of two 

monkeys, reined by their master, in 

this scene. It makes the audience 

struggle with an imminent question - Is 

Charu’s gaze devoid of ‘reins’? The 

question concretises further as her 

attempt to project her ‘voice’ through 

abrupt cadences on the piano breaks 

into a precipitous silence, distinctly 

punctuated by the heavy footsteps of 

her husband, Bhupati. Sathe first scene, 

therefore, establishes Charu’s 

ambiguous disposition amidst a 

glorious babel of desired freedom, 

authority over the innermost 

interstices of the heart and the deepest 

interstices of the mind, and lastly, her, 

perhaps unconscious and sheepish 

resistance against societal control.  

 

However, as Ray concocts images of 

the female gaze in his films, his visions 

are not limited to breaking away from 

the stereotypical male gaze, but are, 

perhaps, intended to portray the 

strength of the female gaze over a 

world that attempts to impose 

preconceived notions and ideas on a 

woman. Thus, in Ray, the female gaze is 

a liminal medium for the audience to 

traverse the stream of consciousness 

meandering through the mind of the 

woman, especially in the context of 

colonial India, where women were 

compelled to be veiled behind 
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‘purdahs’. Therefore, the lingering gaze 

of women, chained by their 

incandescent sexuality, amidst societal 

impediments, becomes a 

metatheatrical instrument, which Ray 

carefully uses to draw a candid picture 

of a newly-modernised Bengal, 

teetering on a liminal plain of 

westernised consciousness on one end, 

and the conflagration of Nationalism 

on the other. To build layers of 

perspectives on the same socio-

political movement and further 

enhance the notion of political 

liminality, Ray, in Charulata makes 

Bhupati an admirer of traditional 

modernism, and a follower of Raja 

Rammohan Roy who preaches his 

political ideologies at the backdrop of 

the freedom movement through his 

English newspaper. As opposed to him, 

Charu’s gaze transcends her immediate 

local environment, and entitles her to a 

more holistic perception towards the 

complex mechanism which maintains 

an equilibrium between the 

macrocosm of politics and the 

microcosm of individual wants and 

desires. The very first scene in the film 

where Charu’s gaze captures the same 

action of a passerby from 

multitudinous angles, can be 

considered a metaphorical picture 

through which Ray weaves her 

character with multidimensional 

threads. She is someone who possesses 

a universal vision - a woman, whose 

disconcerting notes on the piano is not 

an inkling of her befuddled psycho-

social status, but perhaps, a symbol of 

her refusal to participate in a 

patterned sequence of thoughts, or the 

stringency of a socially prescribed 

panorama of political ideologies and 

their continual encounter with 

independent human nature. In Ghare 

Baire, however, Bimala’s voyeuristic 

encounter with Sandip’s oratory leaves 

her baffled with a newly-enkindled 

sense of nationalism, and a primordial 

tendency to oppose her husband’s 

political stance in favour of Sandip’s 

crude extremism. In both the films, Ray 

employs the female gaze to illustrate 

the birth of a new Bengal through the 

nascence and naivety of Charu and 

Bimala, in contrast with the practised 

ideologies harboured by the men in 

their lives. Therefore, the spontaneous 

female gaze not only integrates in a 

seamless movement with the 

spontaneity of their sexuliaty, but also 

makes them an idyllic concept redolent 

with a spirit to infringe the patriarchal 
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normativity, which, in turn, becomes 

symptomatic of the new wave of 

revolutionised thoughts, carefully 

crafted and practised by the Bengali 

upper-middle class. This, in my 

opinion, pushes them towards 

inhabiting a Foucaltian heterotopic 

mental disposition. To quote the 

author, “Heterotopias always 

presuppose a system of opening and 

closing that both isolate them and 

make them penetrable.” Ray’s 

portrayal of the female gaze, therefore, 

characterises the physical and 

psychological liminality of his woman, 

which alienates them from the 

mainstream, yet renders them 

impuissant in the face of their sensual 

rebellions and political revolutions.  

Conclusion  

Ray’s use of the cinematic, as well as 

the theatrical space, thus, remains as 

ambiguously discernible as his women, 

whose repressed, yet infernal sexuality 

enables them to possess a greater 

authority over their immediate spaces, 

as the greater socio-political scenario 

prevalent in their times, in comparison 

to the men in their lives, who, despite 

their westernised education reels from 

the strictures of ideologies. Each of 

Ray’s frames in Charulata and Ghare 

Baire are, therefore, extensions of his 

ardent belief in the power of femininity 

in a morally ambivalent world with 

contrasting political ideologies and 

hypocritical, or at best, superficial 

execution of those ideologies. Ray’s 

mastery, perhaps, lies in his manner of 

building cinematic frames to enable his 

audience to attain an opportunity to 

peek into the minds of these women 

whose triumph over such societal 

complexities is entwined with their 

naivety. Ray’s discreet alignment of his 

heroines with the spaces they occupy, 

helps him strengthen them in a world 

which is writhing under the grapples of 

political transience, parochialism and 

patriarchal stereotypes. Ray accepts 

the liminality of their existence which 

provides an impetus to the power of 

their ‘gaze’, despite their seeming 

vulnerability. And with the seeming 

vulnerability of the women, Ray plants 

his idea of the feminine strength which 

lies in its ability to survive in the 

thresholds of liminality.  To sum up 

with a quote from the maestro himself- 

 

“A woman’s beauty, I think, also lies in 

her patience and endurance in a world 

where men are generally more 

vulnerable and in need of guidance.
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