
Anuparna Roy did not want
tomake one of those
festivalmovies where
Mumbai becomes a
character. So the director
avoided scenes in local
trains or by the seaside,
had the two female leads
of Songs of ForgottenTrees
move into her own rental
home, and filmed them
interactingmainlywithin
its confines. A trademark
Mumbaimoment did,
however, occur during the
shoot: The owner of the
apartment evicted her.
When the filmwent on to
win Roy anOrizzonti
award for Best Director at
the Venice Film Festival in
early September last year,
the same landlady returned
with congratulations.
“She had thrownme out
for shooting there
without her knowing, but
texted so nicely
afterwards,” Roy grins.
The episode

demonstrates two things
about the filmmaker: She is
used to breaking the rules,
and she often gets herway.
When I arrive for our

lunch at Sorozai, a cheerful
Goan-themed restaurant,
Roy is already there. This is
one of her favourite spots in
Versova, a part of town
wheremany of the city’s
cinema folk live. The
director, known as “Annie”
to her friends, appears
relaxed but somewhat tired
slouched against the sofa.
She has been in the thick of
apartment hunting, all over
again, and apologetically
disappears into texts and a
call with the broker before
we start talking.
Ourmeeting takes place

after her return from Italy.
Despite the prestigiouswin,
the first such for an Indian
filmmaker, shewas
received coldly by a few
sections. In her acceptance
speech, she had declared
solidaritywith Palestine,
adding that that “might
upsetmy country”. As her
film’s backer Anurag
Kashyaphad foreseen,
speaking hermind thus
earned backlash from
nationalist commentators.
But disobedience is by

nowadiscipline for Roy.
Consider some facts of her
career so far: She is two
films and 31
years old, hails
froma
conservative
village inWest
Bengal’s Purulia
district, has
never formally
trained in
cinema, and
secretly juggled
three IT jobs
until she had ~15
lakh to self-fund
hermaiden
short. “I have upsetmale
members on both sides of
the family,” she shrugs.
“Knowing yourself is the
biggest asset as awoman
filmmaker. Youhave to be
rebellious.”
Roy’s emphasis on

telling stories of
marginalisation,what she
describes as “third-world
cinema” imbuedwith a
“female gaze”, convinced
the likes ofUdtaPunjab
producer Ranjan Singh to
back her secondfilm—
where twomigrantwomen
(played byNaaz Shaikh and
SumiBaghel) fromdifferent
backgrounds and values
endupflatmates in the big
city. The intimacy they
come to share is closer to
romantic love than

sisterhood, says Roy. These
third-worldmovies have
quicklymadewaves in the
first and secondworlds:Her
shortRun to theRiver
debuted at Russia’s
intimate Cheboksary
International FilmFestival,
and Songs of ForgottenTrees
is being sold internationally
by France’s Celluloid
Dreams.
Aswe place our orders,

too, the director is at odds
with convention. The
restaurant is named after a
famousKonkani nudge
meaning “Do youwant a
drink?”, and Frank Sinatra
is crooning, on heaven-sent
cue, “If you canuse some

exotic booze,
there’s a bar in
far Bombay”,
but Roy is
contentwith
tomato soup. I
keep her sober
companywith a
virgin hot toddy.
TheBengali
filmmaker stays
put in the
vegetarian
section of the
menu, asking for

paneer in green curry. But
this is no rebellion. She is
offmeat temporarily for
health reasons.
Over the 45-day shoot of

her award-winningfilm,
however, the independent
filmmaker laboured over
pots ofmutton and chicken
curry, fish inposto (poppy
seeds), anddal chawal for
the cast and crew. Both as a
way to ensure they ate home
food, and to bondwith the
team. “I used to eat
everything back then,” she
says, a touchnostalgic as I
heaporange ladlefuls of
surmai (kingmackerel), in
piquantGoan coconut
sauce, ontomyplate of
steamed rice.
For someonewho

doesn’t come fromwealth,

it is rare tomake it this far in
the low-payingworld of
independent cinema. But
money is an obstacle that
resides only in themind,
saysRoy,who studied
English literature andmass
communicationbefore
turning tofilms. “If I have a
camera, I canmake afilm.
Funds are secondary, story
is primary.” Sheplucks out
stories and characters from
theworlds shehas
personally inhabited,
seeing “nopoint in talking
about something youhave
never experienced”.
Growingup in rural

Narayanpur, in “amiddle-
class family that didnot
allow theirwomen to go to
the roof andwatch the
sunset”, Roy realised she
had to get out.Her
worldviewdeveloped in
adulthoodoncepractices
shehad accepted at face
value began to strike her as
curious, evenominous. At
school, she recalls the focus
hadbeenongirls’ bodies
andbetrothalmore than
their brains: Theywere
given rice tomaintain
optimalweight,while boys
receivedbooks and toys. At
home,Roy’s father
disapprovedof her
childhoodbestie because of
her surname— inother
words, herDalit caste.
Thepain of abandoning

that friendship intensified
when the friend in question,
Jhuma, abruptly left school;
Roy later deduced shewas
married off byher parents
who availed of a
government cash-transfer
scheme,which, instead of
keeping girls in school,was
promoting earlymarriage.
Through suchmemories,
the personal revealed itself
to be political. “I founda
similarity betweenmy
father and the government,”
she says. “That gaveme the
idea of howman-made

societies andhierarchies
are, how theywork.With
every initiative, theymake
us feel less than, like the
second sex.”
Therewere life-affirming

memories, too. The air turns
festive, as the restaurant
playlist switches toRemo
Fernandes’Maria Pitache,
and asRoy recountsmany
afternoons spentwatching
commercialmovieswith
one of her aunts and
predicting plot points
before theyhappened. She
also describes the bondher
grandmother,whohadbeen
a child bride, sharedwith
her same-age step-
daughter. That bondhad
deepened afterRoy’s
grandfather died, as the two
women raised four young
girls together. “I saw that
andwondered—whycan’t
they be a couple?Whydo

theyneed amale?”
Those questions

followedher toNewDelhi,
where shemoved for
graduate studies. Roywas
not there to studyfilm, but
her close friends at the
universitywere. Observing
as theymade their degree
movies encouragedher to
dreamupher own scripts.
She turned the questions
into stories for both her
short film,where a child
bride in British Bengal
longs to see the riverwith
her friend, andher full-
length feature, where two
women co-habit
“surrounded only by
each other”.
A team,Roy adds, is the

other primary need for an
independent filmmaker.
Many of Roy’s university
friends, including producer
BibhanshuRai and

cinematographerDebjit
Samanta, have remained
collaborators.When there
were budget crunches,
experiencedfilmeditors
AnirbanMaity andPrakash
Kamdar decided to
support her projects at little
to no cost. Remote call
centre jobs selling hardware
and software, and stints
as a “terrible assistant
director” for ad films
helped save up tomanage
other gaps in the budget.

Eachfilm is an attempt
to fix the flaws of the
previous one, says the
director. As awriter, she
finds herselfmore
concernedwith images and
metaphors than dialogue.
“That is a problem I have, a
good problem.”Not all of
thesemetaphors register
with the viewer, she has
learnt, but instead of
explaining things herself,
she now lives in the hope
that theywill be spotted.
Between the first and
secondfilm, she also
understood the importance
of spendingmore timewith
the lead cast, inviting them
to livewith her for two
months of pre-production
workshop. Like several
independent filmmakers,
Roy developed
idiosyncrasies of form, too
—she is against the old-

schoolmid,wide and close-
up shots, and prefers to
have long takes of her
characters and their
material reality “fromas far
as possible and sometimes
as close as possible”.
Songs of ForgottenTrees

—afilm “beyond borders,
culture, and language”—
has since been screened at
film festivals in India,
though initially shewasn’t
sure “if it will get a place in
its ownnation”. Eager to
continuemaking people
uncomfortablewith her
work, thewunderkind of
Venicewill start shooting
her next project inMumbai
this year. She has a story
already, a fast-paced one
where the characters are
always running. She has a
new camera too, a gift from
AnuragKashyap. That is all
Roy needs tomake a film.

Annie’s song
Roy, who became
the first Indian
filmmaker towin
the Orizzonti
Award in 2025,
tellsRanjita
Ganesan about
the rebellious
road she took
tomake Songs
of Forgotten
Trees
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“i hAve upset
mAle members
on both sides of
the fAmily.
knowing
yourself is the
biggest Asset As
A womAn
filmmAker.
you hAve to be
rebellious”

At school, she
recAlls the focus
wAs on girls’
bodies And
betrothAl more
thAn their brAins:
they were given
rice to mAintAin
optimAl weight,
while boys received
books And toys
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