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Abstract

Goynar Baksho (2013) (trand. The Jewellery Box), directed by renowned
actress-filmmaker Aparna Sen, isalandmark in the Bengali horror-comedy
genre. Adapted from the novel Goynar Baksho and the short story Rashmonir
Sonadana by Shirshendu M ukhopadhyay, origindly publishedin Desh magazine
in 1959, thefilm blendssupernatura narrativewith sharp socid critique. Setin
postcolonial Bengal, it tracesthe lives of three women across generations
through the metaphor of ahaunted jewellery box, interrogating patriarchal
ideology and inheritance. Drawing upon feminist filmtheoriessuch asLaura
Mulvey’s concept of the ‘male gaze,” Judith Butler’s theory of ‘ gender
performativity,” and‘ postcolonia feminist thought,’ thisarticleexaminesthe
evolution of feminist consciousnessin thefilm. The ghostly presence of
Rashmoni/Pishimaarti cul ates suppressed fema e desireand resistance, while
Somlata and Chaitali reflect the feminist evolution from pragmatic to
progressive. Through satire, vernacul ar expression, supernatura dements, and
thedomestic sphere, thefilm critiquesgender norms, class, and culturd identity.
The study arguesthat A parna Sen reimagines feminist agency, offering a
powerful commentary on womanhood, resistance, and liberation in
contemporary SouthAsian narratives.

Keywords: Cinema; Feminism; Gender; | dentity; Postcolonialism

I ntroduction

Women'svoicesinfilm have always been overshadowed by scriptswritten by
men and dominated by mal e-centric narratives, despite the medium’slong
history of influencing and questioning societd attitudes. InIndianfilms, Aparna
Sen’s Goynar Baksho (2013) stands out as a notable exception, not just
becauseit focuses on three generations of women, but also becauseit alows
themto speak acrosstime, acrosssilence, and even from beyond thegrave.
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Based on Shirshendu M ukhopadhyay’snovella, thefilm switches between
historical fiction, satire, and ghost story to create acomplex narrative on
women’sagency, resstanceand transformationinapatriarchal culture.

Set against the backdrop of post-Partition Bengal and spanning over
several decades, Goynar Baksho followsthelives of threewomen: Pishima/
Rashmoni, andderly widowed aunt who refusesto go quietly intothemargins,
Somlata, ayoung housewifenavigating thedomestic expectationsof atraditiona
household; and Chaitali, amodern, politically awaregirl with dreamsof her
own. The linking thread among these three women is a goynar baksho
(jewellery box) that becomesfar morethan aphysical object. It turnsintoa
metaphor for secrets, inheritance, power, and the silent struggles passed down
from one generation of women to the next. At itscore, thefilmisafeminist
reflection onvoiceand vishility. By using theghost of arepressed woman as
anarrator, Aparna Sen skilfully blursthe line between the literal and the
metaphorical, allowing the past to speak to the present. In doing so, Goynar
Baksho not only critiquesthepatriarchd structuresthat havehigoricaly slenced
women but also offersanarrative of resistancethat evolveswithtime.

This article argues that in Goynar Baksho, each female character
embodiesadifferent mode of res stance—from bitternessand wit to economic
independenceand palitical activism. Thisessay a so seeksto understand how
Sen’sfilm reclaimsthe suppressed voices of women and offersalayered
feminist vision that speaksto both the past and the present.

Resear ch Paradigm

To explorethe feminist perspectives of Goynar Baksho, it isimportant to
Stuatethe discussionwithin relevant theoretical perspectivesthat illuminate
thefilm’slayered treatment of gender, power, andidentity. Through thelensof
feminist filmtheory, it will attempt to comprehend better how Aparna Sen
craftsanarrativethat not only centreswomen but givesthem avoiceina
world that has often denied them one.

Oneof theearliest and mogt influentid ideasinfeminist film theory comes
from LauraMulvey, whose concept of the* malegaze’ arguesthat mainstream
cinemaoften treatswomen asobjectsto belooked at rather than assubjective
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agents. In her essay “Visua Pleasureand Narrative Cinema,” Mulvey argues
that cinematic conventionsfrequently alignthecamera, thenarrative, and even
theaudiencewith aheterosexua ma e perspective, thereby turningthefemae
charactersinto objectsof visud pleasure(Mulvey 11). Goynar Baksho actively
resists this positioning. The women in the film are not romanticized or
aestheticized for male consumption; instead, they are given the power to
observe, critique, andresist. Pishima, in particular, disruptsthe gaze with her
unsentimental commentary on thelivesof othersand her presenceasaghostly
narrator destabilizesthe patriarchal control over both the narrative andits
meaning.

Judith Butler’ stheory of gender performativity advancesthisdiscusson
further. In Gender Trouble, Butler positsthat gender isnot astableidentity
but rather aperformancethat isrepeated through socid normsand expectations
(Butler 25). Each of thewomenin Goynar Baksho perform gender differently,
revealing the constructed nature of femininity. Although Somlataseemstofit
the stereotypeof adutiful homemaker, shechalengesit by takinginitiativefor
thefamily’sfinancial survival through entrepreneuria initiatives. Chaitali,
however, displaysavery different kind of femininity that isunapol ogetic,
politically involved, and unconcerned with conventional homelife. These
women demonstrate Butler’ snotion that gender isavariable and debatable
process by fighting against or reinterpreting the rolesthey have been given.

To better understand how these performances are shaped by the Indian
context, postcolonia feminist thought isespecialy useful. ChandraTal pade
Mohanty, inher essay “ Under Western Eyes. Feminist Scholarshipand Colonid
Discourses” critiquesthetendency inWestern feminist scholarshipto represent
women from the Global South asamonoalithic group—Voiceless, oppressed,
and passive (Mohanty 337). Instead, she urges for an analysis rooted in
historical and cultural specificity. Goynar Baksho offersprecisely this. Its
charactersare not merely victimsof patriarchy, but active agentsnegotiating
power within their socio-cultura redities. Pishima sghog, still clinging to her
jewellery, symbolizes both resistance and arefusal to be erased. Somlata
reclaimseconomic spacewithin thedomestic realm, while Chaitdi represents
ageneration that seekspolitical and personal liberation. Thefilmthusresists
homogenizing feminist narrativesand instead portrayshow women'sresstance
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isshaped by class, caste, and generational experience.

Methodologically, this article combines close visual analysis with
theoretical interpretation. Specific scenes, dialogues, and visual motifs—
especially therecurring symbol of the jewellery box—will be analyzed to
understand how feminist res sanceisenacted or subvertedinthefilm. Pishima's
ghostly voice, Somlata smetamorphos's, and Chaitai’ sideglism each provide
uniquewaysto interpret gender asaperformative, ever-changing identity.
Theseanayseswill be supported by critica frameworksdrawn fromfeminist
and postcolonid theory. Theaimisnot only to tracefeminist themesinthefilm
but to show how Goynar Baksho contributesto thewider discourseof feminist
cinemaby offering anarrativethat isboth culturally rooted and ideologically
radical.

Generational Feminisms. A Triadic Exploration

One of the most fascinating aspects of Goynar Bakshoishow it reflectsthe
progressof feminismthrough three generations of women, eachinfluenced by
their social and historical context but united by common battles. The
characters—Pishima, Somlata, and Chaitali represent various expressions of
womanhood and resistance. They constitute athree-way picture of feminist
devel opment, moving from suppression and rebellion to compromise and
ultimately emancipation. Through thesethreewomen, A parna Sen explores
theideathat feminist consciousnessisnot monoalithic but fluid—rooted in context,
shaped by classand culture, and constantly evolving.

Pishima: The Ghost of Resistance

Pishima, theelderly widow whose spirit refusesto leavethe house after death,
isat once ahaunting figure and afierce presence. Sherepresentsan older
generation of Bengali women raised under the suffocating normsof colonial
patriarchy. Pishimal sexistence was characterized by silence, deprivation, and
denial; shewasmarried off at ayoung age and becameawidow even earlier.
However, she becomes quite outspoken and forceful in death. Inaworld
whereshehaslost everything el se, her compulsive protection of her jewel lery
isasymbolic act of dominance over the only form of power that remainsto
her.
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Her dialogues, often laced with sarcasm and scorn, reflect both bitterness
and clarity. At onepoint, she scoffs, “Ei poribaar ta chheleder hatey noshto
hoyejabe!” [trand. “Thisfamily will be ruined in the hands of these men!”]
(Sen 2013). Such remarks not only reveal her distrust of patriarchal
incompetence but a so highlightshow she desiresto seeawoman takecharge.
Her ghostly presencefunctionslikeasubversivevoicefromthe past—avoice
that was silenced throughout her lifetimebut has power inthe afterlife. Inthis
way, Pishimaalignswith what Gayatri Spivak callsthe*subaltern’ woman
whosevoice hasbeen historicaly buried but findsoccas ona rupturesto spesk
(Spivak 284). Moreover, her transformation throughout the film—from a
possessive spirit to amentor figure for Somlata—indicates that feminist
resstanceisnot Saticat all.

Somlata: Subversion through Srategy

Somlata, the young bride married into Pishima's decaying aristocratic
household, representsaquieter but no lesseffectivekind of resstance. At first
glance, she seemsto accept her domestic rolewithout protest. Yet when she
discovers Pishima'shidden jewellery box, she does something unexpected:
she uses it to secure capital to start a saree business. This act is quite
revol utionary becauseit challengeseconomic dependency—acoremechanism
of patriarchal contral.

Somlata' sstory resonateswith the kind of feminism that growsfrom
within the domestic space. Scholarslike NanditaBhavnani arguethat Indian
women have often found subtlewaystoresist patriarchy whilemaintaining the
outward gppearancesof tradition (Bhavnani 47). Somlatafitsinto thismold—
negotiating power without direct rebellion, ensuring surviva whilegradually
shifting thefamily’sgender dynamics. Her secret partnership with Pishima's
ghost so symbolizeshow past and present feminismscan co-exist and support
each other. But Somlataisnot without contradictions. She sometimeshesitates,
defersto eldersand maintainsthe fagade of an obedient daughter-in-law.
These momentsrevea the complex tightropethat many Indian womenwalk
ba ancing sfhood and socid expectation. Her feminismisnot framedindogans
but in quiet choicesthat gradually alter thefoundation of her household. As
Judith Butler might suggest, Somlata sgender performance evolvesasshe
navigates and reshapesthe social script writtenfor her (Butler 191).

50



VoicesfromtheVault: Feminist Narrativesand Resistancein Aparna Sen’sGoynar Baksho

Chaitali: Radical Independence and Political Awakening

Chaitali, the youngest woman in the narrative, belongsto ageneration no
longer willing to compromisewith tradition. Sheismodern, educated, politicaly
aware and uninterested in thejewellery box that once symbolized power for
her predecessors. Her romantic involvement with aNaxalite revol utionary
signalsher desirefor palitical transformation alongside persona freedom.

Chaitdi’sfeminismisstrong and outspoken. Shechalengesfamily norms
openly, choosesher own path and expressesher opinionswithout any hesitation
and gpology. Her indifferencetowardsthegenerationd jewel lery box conveys
her rgjection of not just physical inheritance but the psychol ogical inheritance
of femal e subjugation. Her actionsreflect what Chandra Tal pade M ohanty
refersto asafeminism rooted in historical consciousness and resistant to
traditiona narrativesof passvefemininity (Mohanty 344). Yet, Chaitdi isadso
aproduct of privilege. Unlike Pishimaor Somlata, her freedom comeswith
accessto education and mobility. Thefilm subtly acknowledgesthat feminist
freedomisnever evenly distributed, and that classand generationa shiftsplay
amaor rolein shaping what kind of resistanceispossible.

Through these three women, Goynar Baksho constructs a layered
narrative of feminist evolution. Each character reflectsadifferent mode of
surviva and agency, and together, they show theresistance againgt patriarchy.

The Jewellery Box asa Feminist M etaphor

Thewhole narrative of Goynar Baksho revolves around ajewellery box.
Eventhoughit seemsto be merely abox containing gold and family treasures,
it actually representsacomplex and multifaceted metaphor for femaleagency,
generationa inheritance, and quiet rebellion. Aparna Sen usesthisseemingly
ordinary object not just asaplot device, but asasymbolic thread that weaves
the storiesof threewomen together, transforming the box into asite of memory,
rebellion, and identity.

For Pishima, thejewellery box isher last refuge—apersonal treasure
that representseverything shewasdenied in life. Asayoung widow under
colonia patriarchy, shelost her colour, adornment, sexuality, and voice. The
goynar baksho becomes her only source of power inaworld that silenced
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her. Inaworld that silenced her, the goynar baksho became her only source
of authority. Even after her death, shefiercdy protectsit, making it her emotiona
anchor. The box represents asafe spacewhereall of her repressed wishes,
frustrations, and assertiveness have been kept. Her possessiveattitudeisnot
driven by greed but by arefusal to relinquish control inalifewhere shewas
denied autonomy.

When Somlatafindsthe box, the symbolism becomes more profound.
Unlike Pishima, who kept thejewel lery box hidden, Somlatachoosesto useit
tofreeher family fromfinancia collapse—not to adorn herself. Shepawnsthe
jewelsand usesthe money to open asaree businessthat establishesher own
economic agency. Somlata suseof thebox aignswith materid feminist theory
which emphasi zes the importance of objects and the domestic spherein
women's negotiation with power. AsAnnette Kuhn observesin her study of
feminist filmtheory, materia objectsinwomen’'snarrativesoften function as
“containersof memory and social tension” (Kuhn 29). Here, thejewellery
box becomesavessal not only of memory, but of transformation—changing
hands, changing meaning and changing lives.

But thetrue evolution of the symbol comeswith Chaitali. To her, the
jewellery box holdsno charm. Sheadamantly rejectsthejewellery whenitis
offered to her, saying that she has no interest in the trappings of inherited
femininity. Her rg ection of the box signalsagenerationa shift from material
assertiontoideol ogica emancipation. At first glance, Chaitdi’ sattitude might
seemungrateful or disrespectful, but it Sgnasasignificant turning pointinthe
feminist path: the freedom to select what to inherit and what to reject. As
culturd theorist ArjunAppadural writes, “thesocid lifeof things... illuminates
the human transactionsand cal cul ationsthat enliven objects’ (Appadurai 5).
Inthiscase, thejewellery box carriestheweight of threewomen'slives, each
of whom negotiatesits meaning differently based on her historical context.

Throughthissmple, ornate box, Sen capturesthe complexity of women's
livesinapatriarcha society—their sllences, their sacrifices, their adaptations
and their dreams. The goynar baksho ismorethan an ordinary box; itisa
metaphor for theintergenerational strugglefor self-definition, autonomy, and
voice,
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Ghosts, Genreand Gender: Subversion through Sorytelling

Oneof themost distinctivefeatures of Goynar Bakshoisitsgenre-bending
narrative. AparnaSen skilfully combineselementsof ghost Story, satire, period
drama, and socid critiqueto createafilmthat isboth entertaining and politically
charged. Thisblending of genresservesasadeliberate strategy to challenge
dominant narrativesabout women, especidly withinthetraditiondly conservative
structureof Bengali families. By using humour, supernatural el ementsand an
intimate domestic setting, thefilm managesto speak boldly about patriarchy
without becoming didactic or dienating.

Thefigureof Pishima sghost isparticularly important inthisregard. In
most cultural traditions, ghostsare associated with fear, unfinished business,
or vengeance. However, theghost of Pishimaisnot likethefrightening spirits
seenin horror movies. Sheiswitty, sharp-tongued, unapologetically critical
and a timeshilarioudy blunt. Through her ghostly commentary, shereclaimsa
gpacein the narrative from which she had long been excluded. Asfilmtheorist
TaniaModleski notes, “thefemale ghost often servesasanarrativedeviceto
voicewhat wasrepressedinlife’ (Modleski 71). In Goynar Baksho, Pishima
becomestheliteral voice of the repressed; she speakswhat she was never
allowed to say whilealive. Her sarcastic observations on the usel essness of
themeninthefamily, her secret approval of Somlata sindependenceand her
disdainfor socia hypocrisy turn theghost fromasymbol of fear into aforce of
feminist subverson.

AparnaSen’suse of humour isjust asrevolutionary. Despite covering
significant topics such aswidowhood, economic catastrophe and political
upheaval, the movie retainsits light-hearted mood throughout. Humour
becomesafeminist tool—it disarms, exposes, and questions. Asfeminist scholar
Kathleen RoweKarlyn argues, “ comedy providesaspace wherewomen can
momentarily escape the constraints of decorum and decorous femininity”
(Karlyn 128). In the film, Pishima's unfiltered speech and Somlata’s sly
manipulation of her in-laws serve precisaly this purpose—they push against
the boundaries of ‘good’ womanhood and offer alternativesthat are both
clever andliberating.

The home itself is another important area for rebellion in the film.
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Historicaly, the home hasbeen viewed asaplace wherewomen are confined.
Inside these walls, women have been reduced to the roles of caretakers,
nurturers, and passive custodians of tradition. But Goynar Baksho establishes
thehouse asaplacefor feminist negotiation and action. Thistransformation of
domestic spaceinto political spacerecallsbell hooks' ideaof the homeplace
asasdite of resistance. In Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics,
hookswritesthat “the homeplace|is] that space where Black women could
affirm oneanother and create communitiesof resistance” (hooks42). While
her context isdifferent, theidearesonateswith Goynar Baksho aswell. The
homeinthefilmisnot just abackground setting—it becomesabattleground
wherepatriarchy issubtly but steadily challenged, and where new formsof
solidarity and agency emerge.

Even the choice to set the story across decades—starting from the
Partition era and ending in the late 1970s—adds another layer to Sen’'s
storytelling strategy. The ghost’ stimel ess presence bridgesthese periods,
suggesting that the struggleswomen facemay changeinformbut persist across
generations. Thishistorica sweep allows Sentoreflect on both continuity and
changewithin Bengali society, while always keeping thefocus onfemale
experience. In Goynar Baksho, Sen doesnot preach feminism—she stagesit
through ghosts, jokes, whispered conversations, and everyday rebellion.

Domesticity, Languageand Cultural Subversion

In Goynar Baksho, the domestic sphere is not merely a backdrop but a
contested space where power isboth asserted and negotiated, particularly
through language and cultural performance. Through everyday objectsand
ordinary conversations, Aparna Sen brings out the quiet, persistent tension
between tradition and agency, revea ing how women manipul ate and reinvent
thevery structuresthat once confined them.

Thehousehold inwhichmost of thefilmissetisan old zamindar (landed
aristocrat) mans on—decaying, cluttered, and symbolicaly stagnant. Within
its crumbling walls, the women strictly maintain the routines shaped by
generationsof patriarchd rule: serving food to maemembers, observing rituds,
and upholding thefamily’ssocia standing. However, these gpparently passive
behavioursarefrequently accompanied by irony and res stance. For example,
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Somlataperformsher dutiesdutifully, but once shegainsaccessto Pishima's
jewellery box, she beginsto manipulate the same domestic system to her
advantage. She usesthegold not to decorate herself, but to financially support
the family on her own terms. Her dual role—dutiful daughter-in-law by
appearance, entrepreneurial woman in practice— isaperfect exampl e of
how domesticity may be used asaguisefor rebdlion.

Sen'sfeminist sorytdling isalso deeply rootedinlanguage, especidly in
how Bengdi isusedinthefilm. Thewomen speak in everyday idioms, familia
dang, and sometimesin bitter sarcasm. In particular, Pishima sghogtisinfamous
for her sharp words. Shefrequently employsatonethat combinesauthority
and irritation, makesfun of the meninthe homefor their incompetence and
usesdry humour torefer to her history.

Thisuseof colloquia and regionally textured speech challengesthe
sanitized, hyper-literary dia oguesoften found in mainstream Indian cinema.
Asscholar M. Madhava Prasad hasargued, Indian cinemahashistorically
been dominated by nationalist and patriarchal ideol ogies, wherethewoman
often functions as a symbol rather than a subject (Prasad 74). In Goynar
Baksho, Sen resists this pattern. Her women speak with complexity—
sometimeshitter, sometimesfunny, often contradi ctory—and their wordsreflect
redl emotiona and culturd conflicts, not just rolesscripted for narrativefunction.
Through theselayers of domesticity and language, AparnaSen givesusa
narrative that is deeply embedded in Bengali culture but not bound by its
conventions. Asthe movie softly argues, power may resideinsilenceaswell
asin peech, and occasionaly inasingle sarcastic remark madefrom beyond
thegrave.

Conclusion

In Goynar Baksho, Aparna Sen does not hand us a singular image of a
‘liberated woman.” Instead, she presentsarich, ironic, and deeply situated
narrative where femal e agency isfound not in defiance alone, but also in
inheritance, adaptation, and transformation. Thejewd lery box, onceasymbol
of possession and repression, becomesanarrative devicethrough which the
buried voicesof women areretrieved and revalued. Sen’sfeminismisneither
imported nor overtly ideological—it islived, layered, and responsiveto the
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nuancesof Bengdi cultureand history. Her ghostisnot just aghost; her widow
isnot merely mournful; her housewifeisnot merely obedient; and her modern
girl isnot simply rebellious. They areall, intheir ownways, writing over the
slencesthey haveinherited.

Consequently, AparnaSen’sfilmisnot just astory of threewomen—itis
ameditation on feminist legacy. Who speaksfor the silenced? Whoinherits
theweight of resistance? And what do we do with thebox, onceit’sours?
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