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'A novelist's pen is not the lens of a camera’

Buddhadev Guha, well-known Béngali writer,
joins issue with Satyajit Ray on what is good
creative writing

Cinema, as a medium of expression enjoys certain positive advantages over
literature because of the simple fact that it is audiovisual. The impact-and appeal
of a cinematic film on the viewers is immediate.

It is more akin to music in effect than literature.

Butitalso remains a fact thatcinema, as a medium, is of comparatively recent
origin, far younger than literature.

Many of those who are engaged in writing poems or prose at the moment
suffer from a disadvantage of the test of quality for them is essentially tlie test
of time.

But the work of many film directors, like the work of many fiction wiriters,
will not pass the test of time, however lauded their work may be at present.
Hence, any novelist worth his salt should not have any real handicap vis-a-vis a
filmmaker. i

To see it from the other way round, cinema and literature are interwoven as
the script, which is the very essence and superstructure of a film, is basically a
work of literature.

No sensible novelist ever denies the fact that film is an altogether different
meduim.

Whenever a novelist sells his novel to a director for film-making he feels like
giving away his daughter to a known or unknown individual of sure or doubtful
character who becomes his son-in-law by virtue of the contract of sale; As the fate
of most of the daughters of India even today depends ver cli on the character,
capability and brilliance of the sons-in-law, the f anovel depends on the
qualities of a filmmaker on whom the novelist has no control whatsover.

In this connection some of the vations made by Mr satyajit Ray ("My
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Mrk piece, it seems to me, sits overmuch in judgment on hterary work,
Lhough the purport of Mr Ray's lecture was not derogatory to novelists as such.
" Mr Ray seemed to have subtly suggested that literary works have no value
unless they serve as good scripts for a director. He had dwelt on the issue of "lack
of details” in many Bengali novels which he came across or considered for
filmmaking.

I think it is entirely up to a novelist to be or not to be painstakingly particular
on details. Detailed observations are not the only hallmark of a good novel.

Life as well as art run in a series of cycles, forward movement and pauses,
much like the active and passive parts in the lives of the characters created by a
novelist. ‘

Some novels are full of details and some are not, and they can be good or bad
entirely irrespective of this consideration.

Had I been a film director I would have decided to write my own script so that
I could claim my films as singular and total expressions of my creativity. Many
great filmmakers like Bergman, Antonioni, Kurosawa andFellini do that.

If I were incapable of or disinclined to wirting my own script then I would
have chosen a novel which lacked in detail so that I could fill in the vacuum with
the frills of my imagination, as that is-the predominant factor in creativity.

I feel that when a cinematic or TV film is based on somebody else's literary
work, it lacks the glory of total creativity. In other words, it merely remains at
the level of recreating an original creation, however great the artistic value of the
recreated work may be.

A Novelist's pen is not the lens of a camera. And however great a filmmaker
may be, no truely great novelist will oblige any filmmaker by writing only for the
benefit or convenience of the latter, since the pangs and pleasures of creativity
thrive on originality.

Literature has withstood the test of centuries and it is yet to be seen whether
the glittering films of today eventually surpass literature in creativity.

MrRay said, "...but many of our writers seem more inclined to use their minds
than their eyes and ears. In other words, there is a marked tendency to avoid
concrete observaion.”

Then he quoted from Balzac's Madam Vanguar's fodging house in Old goriot
as a high water mark of detalied observation by a novelist.

I do not quite understand what is ment by "concrete observation.”

Writers are neither cameras nor taperecorders and they do not write:
film script at the back of their minds. On the contrary, there are wri
one of them) who subscribe to the views of Cyril Connolk "all excursions
into journalism, broadcasting, propaganda and w r the films were pure
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folly, since therby we condeman a good idea, as well as bad, to oblivion.”
While mentioning earher script-writers such as Sailojananda Mukhopadhyay
"and Premendra- Mitra, Mr Ray observed that they "were determined not to
encroach into areas which would endanger the safety of their positions. What was
"‘ngularly lacking was the spirit of adventure. Everyone played safe and the
. result was stagnation.”

It appears that he does not attach any importance to the odds and constraints
under which such poeple worked under at that point of time. A script-writer can
only afford to be adventurous if backed by an equally adventurous producer. The
kind of freedom that Government bodies or various film finance corporations
floated by Central and State Governments today give directors cid notexistthen.
The private financier was the only one around.

We are aware of many brilliant and adventurous directors who have landed

 their producers in calamitous financial disasters. It is only fair that one should
compare like with like.

Also it is neither the duty nor the purpose of a creative novelist to do the art
director's job for a film director.

Mr Ray also says : "However, the fact remains that the trait is a common one
in Bengali fiction and leads one to conclude that the writers are either incapable
of or disinclined to visualise beyond a certain point. This itsetf need not be held
againstanovel butina film writer, the tendency can only lead to a film that shows
a lot, but tells very little.”

While Mr Ray has taken pains to choose hiswords carcfully, the general
message is quite clear. Because Bengali fiction writers are low on concrete
observation, to him they are not much good as writers. My point is, why should
an original fiction writer work with the specific needs of filmmakers in mind?

A true literary work pulsates like the heart beat of a human. What set it apart
are the senstivity of the characters, their ability to suffer, their capacity for love
and the repose and quiescence they possess. It is beyond the characters of a true
novel to act or function merely at the physical level or-be in perputual action.
They can be the least alive at that level unlike a character in a film. The spirit in
the characters of a good novel, the quality which correlates impressions and
images and provides responses to new feelings, operates only when the action
has come to an end. With this precise aim the structure of any novel worth the
name is interwoven to ensure pauses in the flow of narration.

Earnest Hemingway once told Hotchner, while watching a horse race : "It's
all so beautiful in this misty light. Mr Degas could have painted itand got the light
so thatit would be truer on his canvas than what we now see. Thatis what the artlst
must do on canvas or on printed page.-He must capture the thing so truly.that
magnification will endure. That is the difference between jou
literature."”

There is similarly a difference between true; mre and a film script.
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The original scripts-written by Mr Ray so far for adults (Kanchanjangha,
Nayak and Piku's Diary) are not stamped with the brilliance one expects of a .
director of worldwide repute.

_Itmust be made clear that when I talk about "scripts," I mean the literary value
f the scripts.

My suggestion to all filmmaker, great and small, is that they should try to
master the art of writing their own original first-rate scripts after Chaplin, Fellini
and Kurosawa in foreign countries and Aparna Sen in the recent past here and
then proceed to make their films.

So long as filmmakers have to rely on a novelist or a short story writer for the
very supersiructure of the films which they propose to make, such writers
rightfully deserve a minimal respect from all filmmakers.

Respect is a matter of resonant reciprocity.

We respect them. They should respect us.
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