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To my wonderful daughters, Maya and Leela.


Author’s Note

Growing up in the 1980s, Aparna Sen was more than a name – she was a phenomenon. A celebrated actress, an iconic filmmaker, the editor of the immensely successful women’s magazine Sananda, a fashion trailblazer, and an undisputed diva – all of these personas coalesced seamlessly into one singular presence.

Years later, when I had already embarked on my own journey as a filmmaker, I found myself reminiscing with fellow directors about our first glimpses of her. One recalled spotting her at the airport, another caught a fleeting sight of her at the Anandabazar Patrika office, while another had seen her fleetingly in her car as she whisked by. As for me, I had no such serendipitous encounter – at least not until much later.

Our first meeting was on the set of my film Kadambari, in which Konkona played the lead. By then, I was no stranger to stardom; I had a few films behind me and had grown relatively comfortable with celebrities. Yet, Aparna Sen was different. She carried with her an elegance, a quiet dignity, and a striking presence that left a lasting impression on me.

A few years later, I had the privilege of casting her as the leading lady in my film Basu Poribar – an adaptation of James Joyce’s short story ‘The Dead’ – opposite the legendary Soumitra Chatterjee. It was during this film that I first engaged with her in a truly collaborative actor-director dynamic. And it was during the shoot that she invited me to her home for an adda – a casual, often philosophical, conversation over tea.

What began as one evening of adda blossomed into a rich, enduring friendship. Our discussions would meander through literature, poetry, physics, and inevitably, cinema. If I had to describe the foundation of our relationship, I would say it was built on books. We exchanged recommendations, shared lists, and discussed what we were reading… or what we ought to read next. I was endlessly fascinated by her childlike curiosity, her unquenchable thirst for knowledge, and her wonder at the world.

Our addas were supposed to be a give and take relationship but I came out with a disproportionate amount of take. So much so, that every time I visited Kolkata I would immediately reach out to her, and we would fix a date for our next session.

Around this time, The Telegraph approached me with a request: would I interview Aparna Sen for her birthday? I agreed enthusiastically, only to realize later that this would not be one of our usual freewheeling conversations. It was to be a formal interview, and I needed to prepare. I began rewatching her films, reflecting on her oeuvre, and viewing her life through a more analytical lens.

What struck me most was the sheer breadth of her journey – her contributions to cinema, her political engagement, her role as a magazine editor, her feminist voice, and more. She emerged, in my eyes, as a true Renaissance figure – reminiscent of luminaries like Amartya Sen, Soumitra Chatterjee, or Sankha Ghosh… thinkers and creators who seem increasingly rare in today’s hyper-specialized world. Her principles, her integrity, and the thoughtful way she navigates life offer a much-needed beacon in our increasingly fragmented, tumultuous times.

With these reflections in mind, I embarked on a documentary called Parama: A Journey with Aparna Sen. The film travelled to more than twenty film festivals across the globe. Yet, I quickly realized that a documentary, by its very nature, could only accommodate a fragment of our conversations; just a sliver of the wealth of insights, anecdotes, and reflections shared not only by Aparna Sen herself but also by the many illustrious individuals I interviewed about her.

This realization led to the birth of this book. It houses the entirety of those conversations. What began as a birthday interview four years ago has now evolved into a much more layered and comprehensive tribute.

I am deeply gratified that this book is being released to mark her 80th birthday – a milestone worthy of celebration, and a life most certainly worth chronicling.

Suman Ghosh
August 2025


Aparna Sen Filmography (according to Wikipedia)

Films as an actress








	Year
	Film



	1955
	Mejo Bou



	1961
	Teen Kanya



	1965
	Akash Kusum



	Baksa Badal



	1968
	Hangsa-Mithun



	1969
	Vishwas



	The Guru



	Aparichita



	1970
	Padmagolap



	Aranyer Din Ratri



	Kalankita Nayak



	Bombay Talkie



	1971
	Khunjey Berai



	Ekhoni



	Ekhane Pinjar



	Jay Jayanti



	1972
	Nayikar Bhumikay



	Jiban Saikate



	Memsaheb



	1973
	Ali Baba



	Shesh Pristhay Dekhun



	Epaar Opaar



	Bilet Pherat



	Nakal Sona



	Sonar Khancha



	Kaya Hiner Kahini



	Basanta Bilap



	Rater Rajanigandha



	1974
	Sujata



	Jadu Bansha



	Asati



	Alor Thikana



	Sagina



	1975
	Kajallata



	Chhutir Phande



	Raag Anurag



	Nishimrigaya



	1976
	Jana Aranya



	Asamay



	Janeman



	Nidhiram Sardar



	1977
	Immaan Dharam



	Ajasra Dhanyabad



	Kotwal Saab



	Proxy



	1978
	Hullabaloo Ovrer Georgie and Bonnie’s Pictures



	1979
	Naukadubi



	1981
	Thee



	Bandi Balaka



	1982
	Bijoyini



	Amrita Kumbher Sandhane



	1983
	Bishabriksha



	Abhinoy Noy



	Arpita



	Indira



	1984
	Paroma



	Pikoo



	Mohanar Dike



	1985
	Neelkantha



	1986
	Shyam Saheb



	1987
	Debika



	Ekanta Apan



	Jar Jey Priyo



	1989
	Kari Diye Kinlam



	1990
	Ek Din Achanak



	Sankranti



	1991
	Mahaprithibi



	1992
	Shwet Patharer Thala



	Ananya



	1993
	Akka Pethanam Chelleli Kapuram



	1994
	Amodini



	1996
	Unishe April



	Abhishapta Prem



	2000
	Paromitar Ek Din



	2002
	Titli



	2009
	Antaheen



	2011
	Iti Mrinalini



	2014
	Chotushkone



	2018
	Ek Je Chhilo Raja



	2019
	Basu Poribar



	Bohomaan



	2024
	Parama: A Journey with Aparna Sen



	2025
	Ei Raat Tomar Amaar





Writer and director








	Year
	Film



	1981
	36 Chowringhee Lane



	1984
	Paroma



	1989
	Sati



	1989
	Picnic



	1995
	Yugant



	2000
	Paromitar Ek Din



	2002
	Mr. and Mrs. Iyer



	2005
	15 Park Avenue



	2010
	The Japanese Wife



	2011
	Iti Mrinalini



	2013
	Goynar Baksho



	2015
	Saari Raat



	2015
	Arshinagar



	2017
	Sonata



	2019
	Ghawre Bairey Aaj



	2024
	The Rapist






Aparna Sen

‘It’s my worldview that you must soak up life like a sponge, then every experience becomes your resource material that you perhaps someday may go on to use.’

Suman Ghosh: What does a birthday mean to you now?

Aparna Sen: Getting a year older…

SG: Do you not like that fact? How does it impact you?

AS: It doesn’t really have any impact on me because we have some celebrations within the family. Sometimes also with friends. But there’s also a little wistfulness… oh, another year older. Particularly during Covid when two years just went past. At our age, losing two years is not a joke even though I don’t feel my age and people say I don’t look my age (laughs). So I really am not terribly bothered. I know one has come to terms with getting older. I quote Sukumar Ray when I say: oh, you look younger because I am going backwards… amar boyesh ekhon komtir dikey…

SG: In fact, F. Scott Fitzgerald has a wonderful story called ‘The Curious Case of Benjamin Button’.

AS: Yes, it was made into a film… that’s right.

SG: In which a person ages in reverse.

AS: And Kalyan (novelist, Sen’s husband) has a theory that there is a portrait of mine somewhere in the house which is getting older and older… like The Picture of Dorian Gray (a novel by Oscar Wilde).

SG: So let me take you back to your childhood. I don’t think a lot of people have a very good idea about where were you born and where you grew up.

AS: I think everybody knows that I was born in Calcutta, at home, funnily enough!

SG: At home? Why so?

AS: Both my sister and I were. Well, in those days the doctor came home and brought along a nurse or midwife a lot of times. I was born at home, my second sister was born at home too. My third sister was born in a nursing home.

SG: And you grew up in Kolkata?

AS: I grew up in Kolkata. I see Kolkata as my hometown. The place I come from, the place I relate to the most, the place I love the most, the place I hate the most.

SG: Why are you saying hate?

AS: Oh, Kolkata has a lot of things which I don’t like. First of all, I wish the weather were different, you know. But what to do? As Satyajit Ray once said to me: gorom kale groom porbe na? (isn’t summer supposed to be hot?) (laughs) Because at that time the studios were not air conditioned, and I came out of Indrapuri studios from my floor and Manik kaka (as she affectionately called Ray) was also coming out from the shooting of Jana Aranya (1976) which was happening on another floor. Ki re? Kyamon achish? (Hey, how are you?) He asked. So I said I’m fine, but it’s just very hot. He said: Aha kothakar memshaheb re? (Are you some princess or what?) But I really don’t like the weather. I wish we had weather like Kenya or something, where it’s perpetually 24 degrees. But, I must say that the roads have become better and the garbage on the roads which used to be a common sight has become much less now. Also, now, the traffic is much better controlled. But the eccentricity of Calcutta is gone. That’s what I miss.

SG: When you say eccentricity what exactly do you mean?

AS: You know, I wrote a foreword for Raghu Rai’s second book on Calcutta, I should let you read it sometime. I wrote that my city is a place that can wring happiness out of even utmost poverty like wringing water out of a stone. You used to have these little makeshift households under bridges and flyovers and once I saw little children sitting there, while a woman was making dal and I saw another woman taking her grandchild and throwing her up in the air and laughing. And I thought that people are able to eke happiness out of every situation. I must tell you about this other incident when I had gone to the Park Street graveyard and it had just rained before that. We were walking through wet grass and after crossing a particularly tall mausoleum I saw the most wonderful sight. The sun had just come out from behind the clouds, there was a patch of water and the sun was reflecting on that water. And there were a few raggedy looking boys from the neighbourhood who were playing football with gusto. This life in the middle of a cemetery… I teared up instantly, that’s how completely overwhelmed I felt at that moment.

SG: Do you reflect and think back what exactly has been the influence of your parents in you becoming the person you are today? And particularly, I want to ask about your mother. Because Chidananda Dasgupta (father) was such a famous scholar himself, everybody already knows about him. How did they influence you? And what role did your mother play in your life?

AS: You see, I was their first child, born when they were fairly young, and it’s rather funny how my father once told me that I’m an independent individual who can do whatever she wishes with her life. And I was only four. So I had asked: really? He said, yes of course. So I said then I am not going to school from tomorrow. My mother then intervened and said: this is the problem. Tomake bolechilam aagei! (I had already told you!) Why are you doing this? Now she won’t go to school. So Baba said, alright if you don’t go to school then what will you do? How will you earn a living? I said, I will mop the floor like Kali Didi. There was one Kali Didi who used to work at ours. Then Ma started crying. And when she started crying, I said no no… it’s okay. I couldn’t bear it. I was a very sensitive kid. I said, I will go to school, please don’t cry. (Laughs) Once, when one of my films was being shown, they had asked my father to talk about it…

SG: Talk about the film?

AS: Talk about both the film and me. Baba went up on stage and said: I have nothing to do with the film. I am just the producer of the director. But you know this is true in more ways than one, because both my parents really influenced our childhood. My mother had a wonderful aesthetic sense too.

SG: Was she a homemaker?

AS: She was a homemaker. Once in a while, she worked. She did some social work at one time, also worked in an advertising agency for a while, with O.C. Ganguly. But primarily, she was a homemaker. And my parents used to consult with each other a lot. But my father usually left it to Ma. Ma had a wonderful idea of aesthetics, I remember how there were always flowers in the house. She arranged them so beautifully and she had not learnt any of that. But she had a natural gift. When we were very young, and they didn’t have the resources, Ma would cut up old saris and made curtains out of them. We had cane bookshelves because they couldn’t afford wooden ones. And once in a while, they had copper koshakushi that is used for praying. I still remember that there was this big tamar kosha (copper kosha) and she used to arrange flowers in that. There was something very tasteful about the whole thing even though it was all very humble. I think I got that aesthetic sense from my mother. Ma really had that. But very often she used to give in to Baba.

When I asked Baba about God, he’d say: how can I tell you about something that I myself don’t know about? So I said: you don’t know who’s God? You don’t know if there’s God? He said no, I don’t know. He truly was an agnostic. In fact, when we were taking him for a serious operation at a late stage in his life, and he was really suffering, he did something which I’ll always remember. The hospital’s form had these columns, you know, which said Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Jain, etc. Baba said, I am none of these. I am an agnostic. So they asked: atheist? Baba replied: no. Agnostic. There is a difference. So they just wrote: others. I used to tease my father saying you know, you are nothing. You are just others. Anyway, I was going to say that they… my parents… truly lived a life in the arts. They loved music concerts and dance recitals. Many artists came to their home often, Paritosh Sen was a good friend of theirs. Also, writers like Bishnu De.

So what they did was they took us to see Shanta Rao’s dance programmes. I remember being a child and seeing a Mohiniyattam (Indian classical dance form originating from the state of Kerala) performance and breaking down. They asked me why are you crying? What is the matter? Are you ill? I said, no it’s just so beautiful…

SG: Another interesting anecdote I heard from you recently is that Jibanananda Das is related to you.

AS: My mother’s first cousin.

SG: And you have memories of him coming to your house?

AS: Yes, my parents used to read his poems out to me. But he was very different in real life. He wasn’t a very attractive man and he didn’t talk to us. He only talked to my father. We used to call him Milu Mama. Milu Mama and his wife, Labanya Mamima used to come over often. Baba and Ma both used to call him Bor-da because he was the eldest of the cousins. But he was quite eccentric. He would say to my father: Chitu you leave this house. You and Supriya leave this house and go. Let me live here. You go and live in my house. He used to say things like that with complete earnestness.

SG: How old were you then?

AS: I must have been about eight or nine. All through my pre-teens we actually had a lot of exposure to art. Jibanananda, of course, Rabindranath definitely, my parents used to sing Rabindrasangeet almost all the time…

SG: Both your parents?

AS: Both my parents, yes. My mother had a better voice though. When Baba was busy with writing or something else and Ma wanted him to sing, she would deliberately sing out of tune so then my father would say: Ah Supriya! What are you doing? And then he would join in. That I remember very well. Also, Baba would say give me the first letter of any of your friend’s names and I will sing a song… and I’d say okay. We had this friend called Rajeshwari, a Tamil girl who lived next door, we used to call her Raji. So we said Raji, and Baba instantly sang: tukro kore kachi, ami dubte raji achi, tomar khola haway. Needless to say, we were very impressed!

SG: And what about books? Because you are an avid reader yourself. How did they…

AS: I am no longer an avid reader, I used to be.

SG: But when you were young, did they prescribe books? Or tell you about books you should read. How did they inculcate the habit in you?

AS: We were not allowed to read comics!

SG: Okay.

AS: One of the reasons was that it would hamper our imagination because they had pictures in them. When we read something, we would imagine it otherwise.

SG: That’s right.

AS: But in case of a comic book, it was already imagined for you.

SG: Think about the kids growing up now. They grow up watching YouTube videos and instead of reading the Mahabharata, they watch animated versions of it.

AS: It’s a different kind of growing up, I know. It’s very sad. You know, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana that we saw on television used to be really so popular with everybody. People would light incense sticks and then start watching it. I didn’t allow my daughters to watch it because I thought everyone’s Sita is different, and everyone’s Ravana is different. Now if you have to imagine the same girl as Sita and the same man always as Ravana or Ram then it’s nothing but great poverty of imagination.

SG: Konkona had told me once that she and her elder sister were not allowed to see Hindi movies.

AS: Konkona didn’t watch mainstream movies. The elder one, Kamalini, didn’t listen to me at all. She used to watch them sneakily with her friends.

SG: Oh.

AS: Basically, Kamalini was a bit of a rebel, and because I told her not to, therefore, she insisted on watching them.

SG: So why was that? From knowing you I can say that you’re the kind of person who’d want your children to be exposed to all kinds of things and make a choice at their own discretion. But it seemed for Konkona there was an embargo of some sort on watching, especially. For example, we were growing up watching the likes of Amitabh Bachchan, Mithun Chakrabarty.

AS: I knew that when they grew up, they would watch mainstream films and when it comes to mainstream films you say there’s a choice but there actually isn’t. The market doesn’t provide that choice. The whole time you are being bombarded on television, on radio, in the streets with mainstream film songs, so much so that people have forgotten who they were. You know when they play that… what is that game… antakshari… they sing only film songs. They have forgotten that India has other kinds of music too. This is something that really bothers me, because we have a very rich culture of music in India across all its provinces. And our mainstream film music directors have listened to everything and very intelligently have taken songs from Punjab or from Rajasthan, or Bengal or Bihar. They have used it, but the thing is that when you do that, you retain the tune but you lose the innocence of the original folk song.

SG: Sure.

AS: That’s what I felt. I didn’t allow Konkona to watch these things. It’s not that she never watched, sometimes she did. But mostly there was an embargo because I wanted her to watch good films from different countries, so that her taste would be formed. It’s like comparing it to children growing up in a classical musician’s home. They are listening to songs outside, but at home their parents are constantly doing riyaaz. The parent is doing riyaaz, and the students are doing riyaaz along with them. So what we call swarasthan… the pitch and all the notes of the sargam they instinctively recognize. They automatically know what’s the sargam for Bhairavi. So an ear and a taste for music slowly develops. With Konkona, a taste for good cinema developed because we used to come to Shantiniketan often. When my parents lived here, we used to come for a week or ten days, sometimes longer. And we would bring all our video cassettes and Baba would get his VCR, and we would sometimes spend a week watching Antonioni, maybe a week of just Fellini. I remember Konkona watching Dead Poet’s Society and when it ended, she was crying her heart out. I asked her, why are you crying? And then she said what I had said to my father: Ma, it’s so beautiful. So you know what I mean. Once that the taste is formed, she can watch any number of mainstream films. And nowadays, mainstream films have become much more interesting. During our time, it was the same formula fare. Now we don’t just have that anymore. I wouldn’t have given up acting if I had Konkona’s choice of films to act in.

SG: Talking about your films, you have always said that you never enjoyed acting. Is it true?

AS: I didn’t think I was a good actor.

SG: But you said you never enjoyed the movies.

AS: That too.

SG: Hence you had a preference for doing comedy, since that is a different kind of art.

AS: Because I did not have to do nyakami.

SG: How would you define nyakamo?

AS: How would I define it? Being cute I suppose.

SG: Being forcefully cute or coy maybe?

AS: Yeah coy, coy and cute. But the way the Britishers use cute.

SG: That’s right.

AS: Not the Americans. I was always expected to be coy and raise my eyes and smile, look shy and all that. At least the comedies didn’t have that. They had a much more robust framework. I enjoyed that. And even if I had to be all coy in comedy, I could do it with a certain kind of tongue-in-cheekness which I enjoyed.

SG: But you have had your fair share of commercial fare in between working with Satyajit Ray, Mrinal Sen, Tapan Sinha too!

AS: With Satyajit Ray, I just did two films.

SG: With Mrinal Sen you did Akash Kusum.

AS: Yes, correct.

SG: And Mahaprithibi.

AS: Also, a Hindi film in between. Aaj… umm… something Aaj!

SG: Kabhi Door Kabhi Paas with Girish Karnad, and also a cameo in his Ek Din Achanak.

AS: Yes, I have forgotten the names now, I am so sorry.

SG: Anyway, what I am saying is why didn’t the craft of acting interest you? That is independent of what films you were doing.

AS: You see, I was not always doing a Mrinal Sen or a Satyajit Ray film. I was acting in order to keep the home fires burning. Since I wasn’t particularly lucky with my marriages, I had to bring up the girls on my own and I had to keep working because I had to put food on the table. I used to act in mainstream cinema and I told my father that there’s no way that you can be an actor and not act in mainstream cinema if you want to make it a career.

SG: Let me interject with something, having known you for quite a number of years now, it is difficult for me to imagine you continuing doing something which you don’t love intrinsically. And yet you did it for some thirty years or so.

AS: I did.

SG: All just out of compulsion?

AS: Not thirty years though.

SG: If you consider your first movie…

AS: Maybe twenty years, then there was this four year gap.

SG: But after that, you were a commercial actress.

AS: From 1964 to about 1984–85… twenty years.

SG: That’s what. Someone like you forcefully doing something just so that you could earn your living is very difficult for me to understand.

AS: No, it’s very easy. First of all, I was a thoroughbred professional. So whenever I did a film, I made sure that I gave it my best. At that time, we didn’t have stylists so we used to go out with the director, buy the saris ourselves and decide on the looks. I introduced hair dressing in a way, people were very angry with me because I brought a hairdresser to the set. But my reasoning was you can’t change your appearance unless you change your hairstyle. When I started editing Sananda (a celebrated women’s magazine in Bengali), it was fun because it was something new. But one was told one has to always constantly cater to what the reader wants, etc. Whereas, what I enjoyed was creating a readership. I told them that I am going to create a readership for this kind of a magazine. I am going to make a new kind of magazine. Luckily, it succeeded and I worked there for nineteen years (1986–2005). I was the founder-editor, but it was at a time when we were struggling financially because I had given up acting by then.

SG: When was this? In the 70s?

AS: Sometime in the mid-80s, because Konkona was there. That’s when I found out one day that Dona, my elder daughter, was doing Santoshi Ma’s pujo so that the family income would increase.

SG: How old was she?

AS: She was what thirteen maybe… and I was shocked. And all because we did not have money
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