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OVERVIEW 
 
Auteur  Bimal Roy (1909-1966) is an award-winning South Asian film director and producer 
known for his commercial success in Devdas, Two Acres of Land (Do Bigha Zamin), and The Married 
Woman (Parineeta). In Madhumati, Bimal Roy ventured into paranormal film plots and explored filming on 
location in India’s famed hill stations near the Himalayas. The actors, Dilip Kumar (Devendra/Anand) and 
Vyjayanthimala (Madhumati/Madhavi/Radha), had previously worked with Bimal Roy in Devdas and were 
excited for another chance to work with Roy. Bimal Roy’s daughter, Rinki Roy, explores the backstory of 
shooting Madhumati in her book, Madhumati: Untold Stories from Behind the Scenes.       
 
Film  Madhumati was one of the earliest Bollywood films to explore paranormal activity in films. 
As a forerunner, it continues to inspire subsequent film plots and cinematography. Furthermore, the film 
builds on themes central to South Asian cultural imagination, such as karma and reincarnation. The film 
enjoyed record-breaking success at the box office and won nine awards out of the twelve nominations at 
the 6th Indian Filmfare awards. Dilip Gupta was Madhumati’s cinematographer and bagged the inaugural 
Best Cinematographer award for his work.  
 
Background  Since much of the plot unfolds in a remote hilly forest area, the film crew shot scenes on 
location in Nainital, near the Himalayas. However, the hill station’s foggy climate rendered much of the 
filmed shots useless. Consequently, the film crew reconstructed a set stage in Bombay to re-shoot some 
scenes. Reportedly Bimal Roy had to forgo director’s fees to meet the funding gap. However, the film’s 
box office success proved that the extra effort was worth the trouble. Presently, the hill station continues 
to enjoy fame for being the location where Bimal Roy filmed Madhumati.  
 
MAIN CHARACTERS 
 
Present 
Devendra  Present-day reincarnation of Anand and Radha’s husband 
Radha   Present-day reincarnation of Madhumati and Devendra’s wife 
 
Past 
Anand   A promising young man hired to work as the estate manager in a timber estate 
Madhumati/Madhu A tribal young woman, who falls in love with Anand 
Madhavi  Madhu’s doppelganger  
Pahan   The leader of a forest tribe and Madhu’s father 
Ugra Narayan  The owner of the Shyamnagar timber estate 
Munim   The paymaster at Shyamnagar timber estate  
Veersingh  The labor master at Shyamnagar timber estate 
Charandas  Anand’s housekeeper 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
When Devendra and his friend are caught in a thunderstorm and shelter overnight at a nearby bungalow, 
Devendra experiences eerie recollections that emerge as memories from his past life as Anand. A few 
centuries ago, Anand worked as an estate manager at Shyamnagar timber estate. During his trips to 
surrounding forest areas, he sees and falls in love with Madhumati, a tribal woman. The timber estate 
owner and Anand’s employer, Ugra Narayan, lusts after Madhumati after seeing Anand’s portrait of her. 
He schemes and kidnaps Madhumati while her father and Anand are out of town. After returning and 



discovering Madhumati’s disappearance, Anand suspects Ugra Narayan and ropes in Madhavi, 
Madhumati’s doppelganger, to play a trick and elicit a confession from Ugra Narayan. The appearance of 
Madhumati shocks Ugra Narayan into declaring a confession. After Ugra Narayan’s arrest, Anand 
realizes that Madhavi, playing Madhumati, could not have known the details she had revealed earlier, 
such as Madhumati’s burial spot. At that instant, Madhavi arrives, having been delayed by the 
thunderstorm. Anand realizes that Madhumati’s ghost has played Madhumati and tricked Ugra Narayan. 
Seemingly in a trance, Anand follows the ghost to the roof and leaps to his death. Back in the present, 
Devendra remembers everything now and rushes to meet his wife arriving by train. Anand’s wife, Radha, 
is revealed to be a reincarnation of Madhumati. Thus, the lovers are finally reunited in their current lives.  
 
PLOT 
 
THE PRESENT 
 
Déjà vu        Devendra and his friend are traveling by car to the train station to pick up Devendra’s 
wife, Radha. However, heavy rain in the area delays their journey. A landslide forces them to seek shelter 
for the night at a nearby bungalow. Since his arrival at the bungalow, Anand experiences a strong sense 
of déjà vu, seemingly remembering people and objects he had never encountered in his life before. The 
caretaker and Devendra’s friend are both spooked by his behavior. Devendra hears a woman’s wails and 
anklet sounds and wanders the house because he cannot fall asleep. Seeing a portrait, Devendra 
remembers the man in the portrait to be Ugra Narayan. Furthermore, he claims he must have painted the 
portrait in his past life because he vividly remembers every brushstroke. The bungalow’s caretaker 
confirms the man’s identity, explaining that he was the last owner of the palatial house and the 
surrounding Shyamnagar Timber Estate.  

  

 



THE PAST 
 
The new estate manager   Anand is the new estate manager hired to oversee business at 
Shyamnagar Timber Estate. He arrives from the city and is moved by the pastoral beauty of the estate, 
feasting his eyes on the flowers, mountains, and water bodies. Anand sings a song describing the 
happiness in his heart rising from experiencing nature. On the way to his housing quarters, he encounters 
Charandas, a quirky fellow and the estate manager’s housekeeper. Further along, Anand meets Munim, 
the paymaster and Veersingh, the estate’s labor master. Charandas and Munim pull Anand aside to 
privately accuse the other as a thief and warn him to be wary. Anand notices the childish enmity between 
Charandas and Munim with amusement. 
 

 
 

 
 
 



ROMANCE 
 
The phantom woman’s singing voice   Anand often hears a woman’s singing voice in the 
surrounding forests but never manages to catch sight of the woman. Her song calls to a weary traveler, 
beseeching the traveler to stop making her wait. Anand identifies with the weary traveler in the woman’s 
song as a newly arrived man from a bustling city. One day, he follows the voice into forbidden territory 
closed off to the public. Finally, he catches sight of the singing woman and follows her about the forest to 
keep her within sight and hearing. However, she is shy and manages to elude him.  
 

 
 
A budding romance   At the village fair, a horse-riding stranger almost runs over a child on the 
road. Anand rescues the child in the nick of time and calls the rider a ‘brute’ for his uncaring attitude. The 
rider turns back but only offers a one-word apology before riding on. After witnessing Anand’s heroism, 
the phantom singing woman feels less shy toward Anand. At the village fair, she introduces herself as 
Madhumati and shyly sings about her falling in love with Anand. Then, noticing Anand’s wound from his 
heroic rescue act, she performs first aid and offers to take him to her father, a renowned medicine man, 
for further medical attention.  
 

 



A growing discontent  Munim and Veersingh resent being under Anand’s management. When 
Anand asks Munim about discrepancies in the timber estate’s business accounts, the latter deflects, 
advising Anand to rest and enjoy the scenery for a few more days. An altercation occurs between 
Veersingh and Anand when the villagers want to enter the forbidden side of the forest to consult Pahan’s 
medical expertise. Although Veersingh denies them entrance, Anand intervenes and orders Veersingh to 
allow them in. An irritated Veersingh loses no time complaining about Anand to the owner, Ugra Narayan. 
Building on the pre-existing enmity between Ugra Narayan and Pahan, Veersingh embellishes Anand’s 
relationship with Pahan, citing the romance between Anand and Pahan’s daughter. He aims to incite Ugra 
Narayan’s hatred toward Anand and cause his job resignation. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



An evil plan  Pahan leaves the forest for a village fair and promises to bring red bangles for 
Madhumati to wear at her wedding. At the same time, an obsessed Ugra Narayan moves in to acquire 
Madhumati. He sends Anand out of town on estate business and orders Veersingh to kidnap her. 
Madhumati senses the looming evilness. When she shares her fears about being left alone and Ugra 
Narayan’s evil influence, Anand comforts her and promises to return soon. As soon as Pahan and Anand 
are out of town, Ugra Narayan swoops in. He sends the false news that Anand encountered a fatal 
accident and is receiving medical attention at his bungalow. Madhumati arrives at Ugra Narayan’s house 
to check on Anand. Unfortunately, when she realizes it is a trap, it is too late to escape from Ugra 
Narayan’s evil clutches.   
 

 
 
 
The search for Madhumati  Upon their return, Anand and Pahan realize that Madhumati is 
missing and comb the forest for clues. Seeing a piece of her clothing, Pahan worries that a wild animal 
might have harmed her. However, Anand refuses to give up and continues roaming the misty forests 
looking for Madhumati. He encounters Charandas and learns about the evil trick that forced Madhumati to 
Ugra Narayan’s bungalow during Anand’s absence. Anand goes to confront Ugra Narayan and demands 
to know where Madhumati is. However, Ugra Narayan claims innocence and orders his servants to beat 
Anand up. 
 

 



Madhumati’s doppelganger   While roaming the forest, Anand encounters a woman, Madhavi, 
who looks exactly like Madhumati. He runs after her in excitement and scares her. When Anand tries to 
approach Madhavi again, her family members accuse him of assaulting an innocent woman and warn him 
to stay away. 
 

 
 

 
 



Plan with the Police inspector  When Anand seeks the police’s help to arrest Ugra Narayan, the 
inspector informs him that Ugra Narayan is a suspect in multiple murder cases. However, he remains 
uncaught because there is no proof. The similarity between Madhavi and Madhumati flusters Anand. 
Anand believes that forcing Ugra Narayan to look at a living Madhumati, played by Madhavi, would shock 
him into confessing. Accordingly, he begs Madhavi’s help to trick Ugra Narayan.    

 
The confession  Ugra Narayan cowers in fright and begs Madhumati not to come closer. In 
exchange, he confesses that he caused Madhumati to jump off the roof to protect herself from his lewd 
advances. Following Ugra Narayan’s confession, Madhumati tells the others that he buried Madhumati’s 
body by the river to hide his crime. At that instant, the policemen storm the scene and arrest Ugra 
Narayan, having heard his confession.  

 
 

 
 



A real ghost  In the calm following the police’s departure, Anand suddenly realizes that it is 
impossible for Madhavi, acting as Madhumati, to know the details she revealed earlier, such as 
Madhumati’s burial place. When Anand asks Madhumati, presuming that she is Madhavi, how she knew 
the details, she smiles a silent smile. At the same time, Madhavi, dressed as Madhumati, runs in, 
apologizing for arriving late. As Anand looks back and forth between the two Madhumatis, one turns 
translucent and dissipates into thin air. Anand realizes that Madhumati’s ghost aided his scheme to force 
Ugra Narayan’s confession. Following the ghost’s call to the roof, he also jumps down to his death. 
 

 
 
 
BACK TO THE PRESENT 
 
Radha, a Reincarnation of Madhumati       Devendra remembers everything from his past life. He 
explains that his past self had only one wish: be reunited with his love again. It has come true in the 
present through his wife, Radha, who is also a reincarnation of Madhumati.  Upon hearing that Radha’s 
train got into an accident, Devendra and his friend hastily rush to the train station. Seeing Radha 
unharmed, Devendra feels reassured. Anand and Madhumati’s happiness is doubled in this lifetime 
because they have a baby.  
 

 
 



CHARACTER ANALYSIS 
 
Anand/Devendra   Devendra is Anand’s present-day reincarnation. Anand is an honorable 
and sincere young man. He falls in love with Madhumati because she symbolizes everything he lacks as 
a world-weary and enterprising capitalist. Madhumati helps him find peace and contentment. Therefore, 
Anand loses his sense of self when he loses her. 
 
Rational    As a city-dweller, Anand greatly appreciates the change of scenery he 
witnesses in the rural mountainous Shyamnagar estate, but he retains his hold on rational thinking. 
Madhumati’s whimsical faith in signs and omens is endearing to Anand because it contrasts with his 
rational thinking. Thus, their love demonstrates the principle: opposites attract. Therefore, he indulges 
Madhumati and tries his best to reassure her when she gets dismayed. When Madhumati is upset about 
the ill omen at the temple, he reassures her by symbolically marrying her and giving her his word.   
 
Courageous     Anand is a courageous man who derives his courage from doing justice. 
When the other workers become anxious about the owner, Ugra Narayan’s, upcoming visit, Anand 
remains calm because he knows that his work has been exemplary. Ultimately, when Anand suspects 
Ugra Narayan’s hand in Madhumati’s disappearance, he boldly pursues the case because of his love and 
faithfulness. Anand’s courage allowed the police to catch Ugra Narayan red-handed.   
 
Madhumati/Madhavi/Radha As a tribal woman, Madhumati stands in sharp contrast to Anand, a 
highly educated urban man. Nevertheless, she is knowledgeable in the ways of the forest. She is a 
symbolic representation of nature. Beneath the warmth and vitality she exudes, she hides a formidable 
spiritual force that does not allow injustice to prevail.    
 
Whimsical  During Anand and Madhumati’s initial meetings, she is painfully shy and darts away from 
Anand. However, after she overcomes her shyness, she unabashedly expresses her youthful joy to a 
world-weary Anand, healing his soul. She believes in ghosts and omens and tries to respect every 
spiritual being within the forest.   
 
Vengeful Although Madhumati is whimsical, she can also turn vengeful like a force of nature. After 
her death, she returns as a ghost to haunt Ugra Narayan and assist Anand in seeking justice. When she 
confronts Ugra Narayan towards the film’s end, her facial expressions and demeanor betray a harsh cold 
side she never showed in real life.   
 
Ugra Narayan        Ugra Narayan owns the Shyamnagar timber estate and is the plot’s villain. He is the 
wealthiest man in the community and displays it in his leisurely lifestyle. In one of the scenes, he is 
silhouetted against a background of cacti. The scene symbolically conveys his thorny personality. 
 
Envious  When he realizes that Anand does not bow and scrape for favors like other employees 
and underlings, he takes a dark fascination with Anand. This undue attention may also have caused Ugra 
Narayan’s interest in Madhumati because she was the object of Anand’s affection.  
 
Evil     Ugra Narayan unscrupulously uses his power and wealth to terrorize his community and 
cover his crimes. Thus, even the police are unable to hold him accountable for his crimes. Ugra 
Narayan’s foulest deed in the film is his single-minded pursuit of Madhumati, despite her clearly 
expressed aversion to him. First, he schemes to bring her to his house and causes her suicide. And then, 
as Madhumati’s ghost reveals, he remorselessly buried Madhumati’s corpse by the river to hide the 
evidence of his murder.   
 
Veersingh Veersingh is the head of laborers at Shyamnagar Timber Estate. The position’s power 
and authority cause him to often overstep his place in taking advantage of the workers and villagers. He 
is greatly influenced by his master, Ugra Narayan.  
 
Spiteful  Although Veersingh acts respectfully toward Anand on the outside, he detests Anand’s 
authority and looks for chances to create trouble. After the incident with the villagers, when Anand 



challenged Veersingh’s authority, he complained about Anand to Ugra Narayan. He contributed to the ill 
feelings that ran between the two.    
 
Pahan  As the leader of the forest-dwelling tribe living in the Shyamnagar Timber Estate, he has 
always opposed the timber estate’s lawless dealings on his tribe’s ancestral lands. He is deeply protective 
of his daughter, Madhumati, and their home, the whole forest. Later, he extends the same care to Anand 
because of Madhumati.   
 
Strict  Pahan exerts sternness to ensure Madhumati’s safety. When he meets Anand and learns 
about Anand’s employment at Shyamnagar timber estate, he strictly forbids Madhumati from cultivating a 
friendship with him, fearing for his daughter’s safety. From experience, he knows that the timber estate 
aims to exploit the land and its people for profit-making, so he tries his best to protect Madhumati.   
 
Vengeful When Pahan fails to protect Madhumati, he resorts to revenge to find justice. 
Accordingly, he confronts Veersingh and exacts his revenge. However, Pahan’s utter exhaustion after the 
ordeal reveals that he is ill-suited for revenge-seeking.   
 
Charandas Charandas works as Anand’s housekeeper and is loyal to Anand. However, he tends to 
forget himself and act silly when drunk. Therefore, Anand warns him sternly to stay away from alcohol. 
Veersingh bribes him with alcohol to participate in Ugra Narayan’s scheme to abduct Madhumati.  
 
Childish  At Charandas and Anand’s first meeting, Charandas is drunk and does not recognize that 
Anand is his new employer. When Anand asks for directions to the timber estate, Charandas suddenly 
realizes who Anand is and begs forgiveness for his unprofessional demeanor. Later, when Charandas 
first meets Madhavi, he screeches in childish terror because of her likeness to Madhumati. He assumes 
that Madhumati’s ghost has come to haunt him. 
  
Comical  Charandas’ character supplies comic relief to an otherwise eerie plot. He dons Anand’s 
expensive suit, hat, and shoes to preen in front of villagers, boasting about his lucrative career at 
Shyamnagar timber estate. However, since he lacks the urbane poise and style exuded by men like 
Anand and Ugra Narayan, Charandas’ antics appear juvenile and comical.  
 
THEMES 
 
Reincarnation  The film explores the significance of birth and death cycles and reincarnation, 
two central tenets of Hindu religious philosophy. Anand and Madhumati’s star-crossed love is powerful 
enough to transcend birth and death cycles. The present-day Devendra is a reincarnation of Anand. His 
present-day wife, Radha, is a reincarnation of his past-life lover, Madhumati. Ultimately, the plot rides 
reincarnation cycles to restore justice and reward good karma. Since Ugra Narayan performed bad karma 
against Anand and Madhumati in his past life, he is not reincarnated. Furthermore, his bungalow, where 
Devendra shelters during the thunderstorm, has suffered damage and disrepair over the years. 
 
Portraiture   Since the film’s original story takes place at a time when portraits were more 
common than photographs, the plot capitalizes on the magic of portraits. The two portraits, one of 
Madhumati and one of Ugra Narayan, greatly influence the plot development. Anand’s skillful portrait of 
Madhumati attains an ethereal aspect because he pours his love for Madhumati into his drawing. 
Unfortunately, it drew Ugra Narayan’s undue attention toward Madhumati. Nonetheless, Anand’s portrait 
of Madhumati has a redeeming quality. The portrait establishes the resemblance between Madhumati 
and Madhavi and convinces Madhavi to help Anand.   

Another example occurs when Devendra encounters Anand’s portrait of Ugra Narayan.  The 
damage and scarring on the portrait resemble the portrait in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray. 
While Dorian Gray appeared eternally youthful, his realistic portrait scarred, aged, and grew warts, 
reflecting Gray’s life of carnal indulgence. Likewise, Ugra Narayan was always impeccably dressed 
despite his evil actions. Nonetheless, his portrait could not keep up the façade. Even at the original time 
of painting, blood appeared on the portrait. After a century, when Devendra encounters Ugra Narayan’s 
portrait, it is stained and scarred, reflecting Ugra Narayan’s inner ugliness.   



 
Love        The film explores different kinds of love and affection. Madhumati is the object of her father’s 
parental love and Anand’s romantic love. Pahan’s love becomes a protective shelter that scaffolds 
Madhumati’s idyllic childhood. Madhumati’s whimsical beliefs and joyful persona owe their origins to 
Pahan’s love and care. Pahan’s fatherly devotion moves him to accept Anand as a son-in-law, despite his 
reservations against the Shyamnagar Timber Estate. Furthermore, Anand’s romantic love helps 
Madhumati bloom into a self-assured and confident young woman. Simultaneously, Madhumati’s 
romantic love helps Anand find inner peace, joy, and a sense of belonging, despite being an urban 
interloper.  
 
Social status      The film’s characters fall on different rungs of the social hierarchy. As urbane and 
educated members, Ugra Narayan and Anand display their upper socioeconomic class membership in 
their clothes and mannerisms. Below them, Munim, Veersingh, Charandas, and other estate factory 
workers aspire to their masters’ high socioeconomic status. For example, Charandas steals Anand’s 
expensive suit, hat, and shoes to act pompously among the villagers and other workers during the village 
fair. The forest tribe members are pushed to the lowest rung. This social stratification reflects the South 
Asian caste system, whereby tribes and forest-dwelling communities are placed on the margins of 
civilized and cultured society because they lack modern education, urban amenities, and political clout. 
 The social gap is evident in Anand and Madhumati. Anand always dresses in pants, suit jackets, 
and sweaters, befitting his status as an estate manager with a collegiate degree. Likewise, Madhumati is 
in knee-length flowy skirts, colorful shawls, and tinkling silver jewelry proclaiming her tribal origins. 
 
Exploitation  The existence of Shyamnagar Timber Estate on forests that were historically 
tribal lands and the enmity between Pahan and the timber estate workers alludes to the clash between 
urban and rural. The film highlights the plight of tribes continuously losing their lands, cultural practices, 
and identities to the enterprising wealthy capitalists who only care about making money. Although Anand 
and Madhumati share a romantic love, Anand’s fascination with nature and Madhumati are eerily parallel. 
He sketches landscapes out of his desire to capture their beauty on paper. Likewise, he reveals a similar 
desire to capture Madhumati’s beauty on paper using his artistic skills. Unfortunately, Anand’s portrait of 
Madhumati exposes her to the outside world and Ugra Narayan’s evil schemes. 
 
Justice  After Madhumati’s disappearance, Anand refuses to give in to the extenuating sorrow of 
losing the love of his life. Instead, he fights to bring justice to Madhumati. Long after Madhumati’s father 
has accepted his daughter’s misfortune, Anand persists in finding out the truth behind her disappearance. 
Thus, he schemes with a level-headed focus to reveal Ugra Narayan’s true colors. Anand’s and 
Madhumati’s overwhelming faith in justice powered them through reincarnation and helped them find 
each other again. Although Ugra Narayan received his rightful punishment in the past, the happiness 
stolen from Anand and Madhumati is restored to them in their future lives as Devendra and Radha.   
  


