DHAKA TUESDAY APRIL 14,

1992

DAILY STAR: We have been
celebrating the Bengali New
Year for a number of years
now. What kind of impact do
you think it has had on our
political consciousness as a

*ﬂnﬁnﬂw
BORHANUDDIN KHAN
JAHANGIR: The celebration of

New Year is the most

ritual in which we par-
ticipate. This is class transcen-
dent, gander transcendent and
religion transcendent.

In every community there is
scope for both religious and
secular festivals. We need both
types of festivals and the
Bengali New Year celebration
is one of the fundamental fes-
tivals of ull;r society. :tdu also

widely partici Jner-
ﬂtl on this ucc::iﬂn cele-
brate halkhata , villages cele-
brate nabanna, and every one
else in some way celebrate the
day. The celebration’s secular
blend unites our spirits.

DS: Do you think celebration of

Bengali New Year any
role in the mouve-
ments of the betwelen
1947 and 19717

BKJ: Yes, indeed, year

S0CI0-PO

DR. BORHANUDDIN KHAN JAHANGIR,
a Professor at the Department of Political
Science of the University of Dhaka talks to
Sharier Khan of the Daily Star about the
litical significance of the Bengali New
Year, and the role it could play in the struggle
against communalism and religious

fundamentalism.

politics generated from 1947
and onwards,

communalism and religious
Junddamentalism pose to our

cultural identity as Bengalees?

BKJ: | do believe that commu-
nalism is still a threat. And the
fundamentalists are using the
historicity of communal prob-
lems of the subcontinent to
further the narrow communal
politics.

Attacks on Hindu temples
in Dhaka during the Ershad
regime is one of the examples
of fundamentalist’'s politics.

The fundamentalists are
trying to establish their idea of
democracy, which is com-
pletely communal, in our
country. They are trying to say
that as ty of the country
are Muslims, we should follow
a communal rule. '

Is it a democratic idea? No.
Democracy does not permit
communalism. If it were a pre-
condition of democracy then

nowhere in the world would

+ the minority have had a place. .

DS: How much of a threat do.

Communalism is a threat
against the base of a society.
We must always remember
that following a religious path
is not fundamentalism.
Likewise Islamism is not fun-
damentalism, and the latter
has its own character in every
society.

DS: What kind of a role could
celebration of the New

BKJ: If we pate mean-

y in celebration, we
could construct a different
meaning of culture. That con-
struction would be a happier
culture. We must broaden the
scope for wider participation.
Thus feeling of all differences

| would change.

We can make it happen by
simple nurturing a progressive

culture.

DS: As an art critic, do you
think the New Year celebration
is providing scopes for better
artistic creativity?

BKJ: Of coursel Every ritual is
a basis for development of art
and culture. And we need this
sort of infrastructure. Every
year we are getting diversive
artistic works from the cele-
brations of Bengali New Year,

and that is very much needed
too.

Year play in fighting commu-
nalism and fundamentalism?

The critic and his art: Prof. B.K..ahangir stands in front 4
~of a Quamrul Hassan creation. depicting Bengali
motherhood with a few, brillizint lourishes of the brush.

The Film Industry

in Bangladesh

Award-winning actor-director-producer
SYED HASAN IMAM talks to
Sabir Mustafa of the Daily Star, about the
crisis facing the country’s premier medium of
entertainment, both in the commercial and
artistic strands:

HE film jndus of

I Bangladesh has come a
way Iin the pasl

four Gone are the
days of so social melo
dramas and slortes, On
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Syed Hasan Imam

i

Howewver, the dramatic In-
crease in the urban population
since Lthe mid-"7TO0s cou
with the arrival of video -
ers and Hindi films m

impact, although

., has not been
withoul positive aspects.

The movemen! towards ac-
on films and crime thrillers
has, Imam says resulted In
vast improvemenis in the

technical standards of movie

making in Bangladesh.
"Commercial ﬂlm-mhnf

. oount

directors and technical hands
for making commercial, enter-

tainment , in a reversal of
the trend of two or Lhree
decades ago.

"However, we are still lag
E:g far behind West Bengal as

as fllms wilth artistic values
arc concernced”, Imam adds,
saying that the switch by the
middle-class Lo iclevision and
video has greatly aflected the
market for art films iIn
Hangladesh.

The video has also had a
negative impact on the flm
socicly movemcnl, because it
has cnabled middle income
houscholds 1o hire and watch
high-quality Western and Hindi
action films al home, says
Imam who was the founder-
president of the Federation of
Film Socicties.

The Societies, by screening
op-range foreign (ilms, “iried
o cultivate an audience for
Alms with artistic values®™, un-
tl video pul a damper on it

But the experience has not
been without benefit, particu-
larly as exposure 1o high qual
ity foreign fllms “created an
urge amoeng Film Society
members to make art films".

The cost factor, however,
was found o be prohibitive for
full-length feature films that
could be shown on the big
movie hall screens.

With only a small market
and no government subsidy,
"ereative le began to
make art ﬂl.':l’ltnuipin lﬂn‘:n for-
mat”,

“This is a parallel mowe-
ment, which is nol possible in
the full-length mainstream
market”, ::I;Lm: Imam, who
won a national award for Best
Actor for his rele In

Basundhara, adding that finan-
cial assistance from govern-
menl or privale sources s
esscntial to enable art film di-
recltors o make full-length
fiims on 3Smm formal.

The continued growth over
the decades of commercial
films has had a tremendous
impact on the popular culture
of the country. Cinema has in-
fluenced Jatra and other forms
of rural culture, which in turn
has inspired cinema in its own

Wity

The more urbanised, edu-
caled, clite culture of the
has, however, re-
ma somewha! aloof from
the impact of cinema, being
more altracted to vides, The
existence of a more foreeful al-
ternative, art film culture, like
that of Calcutta, could have
made a difference. Without
adequate financial resources,
thai is yet 10 be the case.

This perhaps cxplains why
cinema, unlike theatre, poetry
or music, has played such a
peripheral role in the momen
lous socto-political movemenis
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that guided the country from
the Lan Movement of
1952 to tlotal liberation in
1971.

Since independence,
Dhaka's movie industry has
strangcly put out very few good
guality flms on the War of
Liberation, which in any o
country would have prov
the film-makers and story-
wrilers with a never-ending
supply of plots.

Hasan Imam has no doubt
why that has been the case

"We were victortous in the
War of Liberation. But the pro-
cess was pul info a reverse
gear after 19757, Imam said,
*the administration of the
country has tried to tonc down
people’'s emotions and enthu-
siasms for the liberation war®

Since then, film-makers
were required o project the
War ol Liberation only in the
light of the “official version®,
which meant that Jo{ Bangla,
the battle-cry of [reedom-
fighters of 71, was banned as
were references to
Bangabandhu Shetkh Mujibur
Rahman as the leader of the
liberation struggle

"But what il the audience
does not like the official ver-
sion of the war? So, iInvestors
became shaky, and did not
want to risk either a ban or an
angry audience reaction”, said
Imam. who read the news on
Swadhin Bangla Betar Kendro
under the pseudonym of Saleh
Ahmed during the War ol
Liberation, and also went
around Mukti Bahini camps
staging plays and cultural
shora~

However, it s In the feld of
finance Lhat the film making in
this country faces its gravest
crisis.

Although outwardly a dy-
namic and thriving one, Lhe
industry now finds lsell at a
crossroad, and possibly the
mos! precarious one since fis
i fon.

mainsiream, commer-
cial industry is fmced with ris-
ing costs, shrinking returns
and with ton of video
continuing to pose a threat to
its existence as a major
provider of entertainment

*Until about tweo l&nlhm
years agn, the average was
assured of financial viability,
but this is no the case”,
Imam whose carcer in the in-
dustry spans 31 sadd

in 1990, 70 (llms were re-
lcased on the country-wide
circuit. A year later that figure
dropped to 64, and this year
the number of new rcleases is
not likely to exceed 55, Imam
informed the Star.

Currently a producer-direc-
tor of documentarics and dis-
tributor of and actor In full-
length commercial [Mims,
Hasan Imam fecls many gen
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Syed Shamsul Haq Reflects on Art, Literature, Life

[continued from page 9)

And virtually that has brought
drama to a position o which it

stands today.

My one complaint about
theatre is thalt we have con-
ceniratied on the Mahila
Samity too much. Dhaka s an
expanding city. What about the
old part of the city? What about
Uttara? What about
Mohammadpur? They cannot
come to Mahila Samity with all
the muggings in the streets
and all the nses of trans-
port involved. A middle class
person cannot afford to pay 50
takas for the scooter fare and
then another 100 for the ac-
tual play.

I think that in Dhaka, there
should be two theatre halls in
the older parts, two in the
northern parts and two around
the centre.

Then there is another
thing. In old Dhaka, for iIn-
stance in Nazirabfizaar there is
a gymnasium where people go
for exercises in the evenings.
If we can motivate the younger
local boys, then that can be
converted into an auditorfum
for staging of plays.

This has been donc In
Britain, where | once spent
three months looking into
small auditoriums which have
been converted into drama
theatres. This we can do, we
can spread drama.

Between 1971 and 1985,
there was great enthusiasm for
drama and new crcations were
coming up. | took up writing
plays in 1975, although | had
been writing poetry and fiction
since 1952.

Illowever, since 'B5, {t
sccms (o me (that we have de-
clined in the field of theatre
because we have remained
concentrated on the Mahila
Samity. Let me give you a
parallel.

Titumir, one of our heroes
about whom I'm writing a play,
commilted a big mistake.
Instead of going to the coun-
tryside he concentrated on
one fortress, and that's why he
was [inished ofl. Titumir's
biggest political blunder was
that he did notl go out of his
fort.

S : lle did not read 1o Chi
Minh ...

SSH : Similarly. today when
we stage plays at the Mahila
Samily or al the Shilpakala
Academies in rural towns,
what we're doing is we're
keeping it confined it to the
slightly upper middle class
elites. We are not being able to
reach the common people.

| spend at least five days in
a month outside Dhaka, be-
causc | think the capital is an'
island. Real life lies oulside
Dhaka. So, this year | have
taken up a project on people’s
theatre,

| am going to the people,
talking to them, asking them
to use a place for staging plays,
see somcthing that they can
do. | have drawn up a list of
subjects that they can write,
and il they can show il 1o me
then I'll give them time.

DS : We have reached a very
inleresting turning poinl,
right? You have an overall
assessmen! of what we have
achieved and where we have
Jalled. low do you see the fu
ture, and whai would be your
advice o writers, playwrights
and [ilm makers about how
they shout go about?

SSH ! There is an allerna
tive [ilm movement. They're
working on 16mm format. |
Lhink they should adopt 35mm
formail and play on the other
guy's turfl. There Is a necessity
lo show these films on the big
screen,

OK, S-nlyl{li Roy took a
chance and believed his Pather
Panchali would creale a big stir
in the country, he believed it

| believe there are film-
mikers In this dountry with
grial ideas, butl they do not
have the financial resources

gRE AT WS
ulne producers are no
coming forward because of
higher risks now involved.

In carller years, around 40

r cent of the movies re-

d in a year could expect
o make profits, while around
seven per cent usually became
superhiis. At the other end of
the scale, 20 per cent sullered
minor losses, while 25 per
cenl met disasters al the box
office.

Today howcever, imam says,
upto 50 per cent of the tolal
number of movies released are
likcly to make heavy, crippling
losses, while five per cent
would make profits Lthat were
unimaginable only a few years
bk

“Invesiment requirements
are increasing , bt
the rate of return is not hr:r
I =", Imam, a veleran
tor of three full-length feature
and 30 decumeniarics, says,
“People are also not keen on
opening new movie halls be-
cause owners are not sure ol
gctting adequate returns on
the big inittal investment nec-
CRRALY

Bul | also believe Lhat Lhere are
people with money in this
counlry who love this country.
Il they help this alternative
film movement in any way,
then I'd be very happy.

In the [ields of plays, |
think we should go for peo-
ple’s theatres, we should go for
open-air theatres and involve
B85 per cent ple of the land,
and not confine it to the elites
of Dhaka or Chillagong, Mahila
Samity here or Shilpakala
Academy there.

In literature, | think we
nced Lo widen the subjects.
We've entered a very narrow
and confined field. | do realise
that because of the historical
period we are going through, it
is not always possible for us
have the right perspective. But
I think, as creative people, we
have to look [ar ahead.

A creatlive person must

when are draw-

Now you can ask if it is
wrong to borrow or assimilate
from outside? No, it is not
Today when | write poetry, I'm
influenced by T S Eliot, I'm ini-
Mluenced by Ezra Pound, by
Octavio Paz, by Pablo Neruda
However, I'm assimilating
these influences In my own
way. You have to take the in-
Mluence from within, but most

of our painters are adopting it
[rom outside.

DS : Is there a particular
thing we are lacking in
llufhldqfu'taﬂuumm i
apart from the general side?

SSH : 1 feel part the
absence of a serious literary
journal. There are politically-
orienled popular weeklies like
Bichitra, there isn't any liter-

‘We often make a mistake by
confusing between sculpture
and idols. When people destroy
works of sculpture, they think
they are breaking idols ... but
sculpture is not an idol, it’s a
creative expression’.

think and have a long-term
view. He has to cultivate hu-
man values in his work. Il you
cannot cultivate human values,
then you won't get what you
wanted, like a Razakar-{ree
country, a frec Bangladesh, be-
cause therc won't be any hu-
mans there, because the
essential human qualities won't
be there. With four decades of
work behind me and with all
my humbleness, this what |
feel about literature.

Now, there are two sides to
painting, that is painting and
sculplure. We often make a
mistake by confusing betwren
sculpture and idols.

People lack a clcar under-
sltanding aboul Lhese two in
this country. When people de-
stroy works ol sculplurc, they
think they are breaking idols

b
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acy magazine like Chaturanga
for instance or Samakal.
Nobody is doing like
that these days. | don't know if
this is so because of a lack of
financial viability.

But lsfeel there is a great
need for a journal like that to-
day, and | repeat, there is a

need [or a literary magazine
today.

Otherwise, we don't have a
place to write. Where do we
now write? We write in the
special supplements of daily
ncwspapers, but as you know,
daily newspa have a life-
span ol one - People would
pick it up and say, ‘oh | sce,
there is a short story by Syed
Shamsul Hag, yes, OK,' then
he read one para of that story
and turn the page to ‘
read a bit about Rohingyas, a
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regime
imposed on Bangladesh in
1968.

Then Pakistani military
rulers said, Islam was in dan-
ger. A K Fazlul H WaS a
traitor, Suhrawa and

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman were
not good men elc.

They started the process of
[ragmenting this country so
that people could not come to-
gether on an issue.

Today, it is difficult 1o unite
people on a common cause. On
Eid-ul-Fitr day in Satkhira, the
Imam started his munajat by
secking freedom for Golam
Azam. Ten thousand devotees
pul their hands down and de-
manded that the Imam should
apologise for his comment
The Imam was forced to apol-
ogise and somebody else took
over the conduct of the muna-
jat. Now, this should have hap-

all over Bangladesh.

Today, the biggest duty in
front of us, as writers, journal-
ists, political workers and
whocver loves this country, is
to work to unite the entire

country mentally.

DS: We have talked about
Jragmentation of writers,
Jragmentation of the society.
Do all these things reflect what
you might call a crisis in our
values and standards from
which we may take a long time
o recover?

SSH: | could not agree with
you more. Now, it s our re-
sponsibility, yours and mine, to
explain why we are a nation.
But I'm not talking about ultra
nationalism when | talk about
the nation. I'm saying why are
we a nalion.

By nation | mean a set of
symbols which make culture

Commerical films have their own marketing vehicles, but art films lack even those.

because Islam does nol permil
making of idols.

But a sculpture is not an
idol, it is a creative expression.
This is one thing | think art
critics and the artists them-
scives should talk about. They
should make il absolutely clear
that a piece of sculpture is
sculpture and an idel is idol. |
have nothing to do with idols.

What's happened with our
painters is that they are imitat-
ing the West rather too much.
Techniques, treatment of sub-
jects, even subjects. Of course,
by West | mean Europe
Amr.l-‘rinl. Australia cte.

Il you go to an tng cx-
hibition, you mlj'l’ E:dl;:ﬂﬂnd
any HBengall cultural elemoent,
Now you can ask how Bengall
cultural element comes into
printing.

We did not stlart inting
only alter the British came
here. We have been drawing
since the lime of the Pals
(mid-8th century o 13th cen-
tury).

The Pal era is onc of our
greal perfods of painting, with
thick contous lines, the use of
brick red.

We have been painting since
then.

Now I'm nol saying thal we
have to imitale that, because
every medium has its own
moment. and you have to use it

within the context of the time,

and say what e to sdy.
But there mm a conti-

nuity
But what most of the

younger nlers have done, |
find, is um have adopted the

European and American tech-

niques ol executlon, even

little of Khaleda Zia and that's

*iIL. Finished. Forget it

However, | want journals
like Chaturanga, Parichai,
Purbasha, Kavitar Patrika of
Buddhadev Basu, Shaugat,
Samakal, even Sanibarer
Chithi

Moscow, NAP,
e, Ve ot
we came and formed
a Lekhak Unlon. | was very

Bangladesh is very fortunate
that at least 97 per cent of the
people speak one language.
and when our Prime Minister
addresses the nation, every-
body understands, unlike India
or Pakistan or even China. We
have this favourable condition,
but somehow we cannot make
use of it. There is no paraliel to
this neity in other
parts of this subcontinent. But
we can't use this power.



