
 
 
WATER (dir. Deepa Mehta, 2005) 
 

 
 
How was this film received?  
 
"Breaking up the sets was far too mild an act, the people involved with the film 
should have been beaten black and blue. They come with foreign money to 
make a film which shows India in poor light because that is what sells in the 
west. The west refuses to acknowledge our achievements in any sphere, but is 
only interested in our snake charmers and child brides. And people like Deepa 
Mehta pander to them." (The Week magazine, India, Feb 13th, 2000) 
 
On Deepa Mehta - ‘She exploits controversy to get people to see films, 
removing from herself the actual responsibility of making a complex, 
interesting, and worthy film. She takes the easiest way out explain culture and 
traditions, falling into that old, tired cliche of savage coloured folk who treat 
women badly. I couldn't care less about the stupid Shiv Sena and what they 
think is Indian culture, but I do care about filmmaking and being honest about 
the story you are telling. But Mehta has no desire to be honest in her 
storytelling, it's enough for her that she gets accolades from misguided liberal 
hipsters in the West who present her with all the awards at those film 
festivals.’ – Comment on IMDB 
 
The film won many awards and was nominated for the Best International Film 
Oscar. 
 

 
 

‘Widows have three options: 

they can burn with their dead 

husbands, or lead a life of 

self-denial, or… marry their 

husband’s younger brother.’ 



FOCUS QUESTIONS 
 
0.00 – 24.35 
 
1. Is any effort made to establish a character for Chuyia (the little girl) at the 

start? 
2. Are any narrative / binary oppositions established in the opening scenes? 
3. How is ‘the widow’s house’ (the ashram) represented at first? 
4. What is the semiotic significance of white in this film? You could refer to the 

scene where Kalyani bumps into the woman who says ‘You have polluted 
me.’ Note that the other women talk of Kalyani ‘polluting’ their food later in 
the film. 

5. How is Narayan’s character established? 
6. Are clear, Proppsian character types established in the opening scenes? 
7. How are men represented? Are the dead husbands the ‘villains’? 
 
24.36 – 54.30 
 
8. What is the symbolic value of Water? Of the Ganges? 
9. Why is it so shocking for Chuyia to say ‘Where is the house for men 

widows?’ 
10.  What do sweets represent? 
11.  Is there a visual motif of bars? If so, why? 
12.  What is the purpose of Shakantula’s (the quiet woman who spends her 

time with the priest) character? Does she differ from the other widows in 
any way? 

13. How is binary opposition aesthetically reinforced in the cutaway to the 
wedding scene? 

14.  The English seem to be represented via references to high culture – 
Byron and Shakespeare, for example. Why are they connotatively 
associated with the past and the educated classes? 

 
54.31 – 85.30 
 
15. Is there any reason for the use of low-key (almost chiaroscuro) lighting (and 

the ‘spotlight’ effects) before and during the meeting between Narayan and 
Kalyani? 

16.  Is Kalyani’s newfound rebelliousmess in any way related to her 



relationship with Narayan and, by extension, Gandhi? Is there a parallel 
narrative about the subjugation / prostitution of women and the subjugation 
of India? Who is India’s ‘pimp’?  

17. Is there anything to say about the use of parallelism between the two 
haircutting scenes? What does long hair signify? 

18. Is there significance in the fact that Chuyia kills a very brightly coloured 
bird? 

19.  What is the festival of Colour? Does it have significance in this film? 
 
85.31 -  
 
20. How does the revelation about Narayan’s father fit in with the narrative or 

binary oppositions established so far? 
21.  Is there anything to say about how the symbols of water and the colour 

white merge in the suicide scene? 
22.  Aristotle says that there is no drama without conflict (or Levi Strauss’ 

‘Binary Opposites’.) This conflict can be internal. Who is the most internally 
conflicted character in this film? How does she function as a microcosmic 
version of the film’s wider themes? 

23.  What role does Gandhi play in the film? He wears white, as do his 
followers. Is this significant? He is given a garland of brightly coloured 
flowers. In terms of the film language and symbolism of the film so far, 
could this be meaningful? 

24.  Is the end of the film too sentimentally, coincidentally perfect? How does 
Mehta avoid sentimentality (if, indeed, she does?) 

 

 

‘God willing, 
she’ll be 
reborn as a 
man…’ 



AFTER VIEWING: 
 
Did you like this film? Did you prefer ‘Fire’? Why or why not? 
 
Having watched this film and ‘Fire’, can you identify elements of auteurship? Is 
Mehta’s approach to filmmaking defined by a common ideology, aesthetic, 
style or whatever? Has she changed her approach in the years between ‘Fire’ 
and ‘Water’? If ‘Fire’ can be criticised for certain things (a simplistic 
representation of men, perhaps), has this been resolved by the time ‘Water’ 
was made? Does it need to be resolved? 
 
Is there any justification in the coplaints made about the film (see some 
examples at the start of this document)? 
 
If you were doing a presentation on a 5 minute segment of this film, which part 
would you choose? Why? 


