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Bangladesh Analysed with Love and Understanding

BOOK
REVIEW

HERE is a background
behind James J.
Novak's choosing to
write op e i;ﬁ.i:: wu:n
then t years oid, rother
Rlch:r?m 10. He happened
to see a mural painting
depicting a scengq of East
Bengal, now h, on the
Lalvieria wall of Notre Dame
University, It was part of a vil-
lage set among the
where two Christian pri::tn
were walking barefooted and

prﬂu:hing the message of the
Father.

t was 'in 1930. Both
Richard and James were ac-
quainted with the name ‘Bengal’
fer the first time. The name
kindled their curiosity about the
land. When grown up Richard
came to East Bengal in pur-
suance of the noble calling of a
priest. He came to East Pak-
istan in 1955. And in 1964,
daring one of his preachings he
was stabbed to death by an as-
sailant.

_The younger brother was
then in Germany as an
officer of the US army. His fa-
ther communicated to him the
painful news over telephone.
James recalled that when he
was a child his father had
dreamt that some one had
stabbed Richard and he was
dying. Through the death of
Richard, Novak came closer to
ithe word Bengal. From then on,
Novak regarded this country
with hatred and contempt. But
he was looking for an opppr-

~ tunity to visit the country and
see the soil on which Richard's
blood was shed.

In 1970 Novak came to Hong
Kong on official business. It was
then that he paid his first visit
to Dhaka. He paid several sub-
sequent visits after the libera-
tion of sh. As his ha-
tred and contempt subsided, he
ﬂ:’ﬂl:le interest to w

coun monre f
The interest tgadultcd into
love. From this deep realisation
of love wrote he the book
‘Bangladesh : on the
Water'. Though strains of sor-
row and hatred are far from
rare after going through the
book, 1 got the feeling that No-
vak came to Bangladesh with a
mind full of animus and
vengeance and went-back with
great tenderness and love for
this country, and perhaps also
a sadness al the country's mis-
ery and distress. Novak's love
and tenderness towards
Bangladesh are expressed with
the exactitude and dispassion-
ate analysis of a historian. Plain
timentality finds no
.+ In some fields he betrays
a limitation of his knowledge
. and experience. An instance of
this limitation was the way he
com Tajuddin Ahmed, the
Prime Minister of Bangladesh
during the Hiberation war, and
eminent politician, with Ziaur
Rahman, then a Sector Com-
mander and later President of
esh. The book on the
history and culture of
Bangladesh contains a few more
flaws and i{nconsistencies.
These may be discussed later.

It should be mentioned al
the outset that when Novak
wrote the book he was living in

- Dhaka and was an officer in the
Asia Foundation.

The subject matier has been
divided under different heads,
namely : Nature, Succession of
the seasons, Poverty and pride,
Different aspects of the
Bangladeshi psyche, Natural
calamities, | am cyclone, | am
destruction’, Assassinations
and political annals,

esh and the US, can
Bangladesh survive, Foreign in-
vestment in Bangladesh,
Tourism. |
Novak has seen and anal-

ysed Bangladesh [rom various
perspectives. He started with

giving a tip on Bangladesh and

T

{

JHE 2nd Dhaka Internatso
nal Film Festival 93 has

been arranged o comm:

cmorale the 16th Founding
Anniversary ol the Rainbow

Film Soctcty.

=and

sounding a wa.ming. The tip is :

‘Bangladesh is a poor country,
though not as poor as on Zainul
Abedin's paintings.’ The warn-

ing ia '‘When "you visit
Bangladesh, by all means view
-thc e as they are, but for
y'ﬂ!::r n.n;l theirs, remember
t are dealing with people
who what development is,

(page 85). It is clear thal both

the tip and the are in-
tended for foreigners.
During his stay in Dhaka,

Novak met the leading politi-
clans, government ministers,
high ranking bureaucrats, pro-
fessors, ists and writers
views with them
on different topics concerning
Bangladesh. In this way he has
enriched his ideas and experi-

ence. for early history
of Bangladesh he has taken the
help of s scriptures and

legends. The pages of his book
arc a testament to his single-
mindedness and diligence as a
resecarcher the truth. In
this way he has brought into
relief the history of Bengal, the
history of Bengali Muslims, the
bitter conflict of politics with
religion and communalism with
secularism triumphing finally.
Ita that W W Hunter's
book ‘The Indian Mussalmans'’
has in Novak in various
ways. Hunter was a British civil
scrvainl working in India to-
wirds 1930. He noted with sur-
prise that the lion's share of the
money needed to finance the
war that the British army was
fighting along the Afghan berder
for years together was coming
from a poorer and neglected
part ol Bengal called East Ben-
gal. Huntler's writings and
counsels prompted the British
civilians of the then India to
give up their condescending at-
titude towards the Muslims,
particularly Bengali Muslims
and to adapt, on the whole, a
morg sympathetic attitude to-
wiirds the Muslims, especially
Bengali Muslims. Novak has
analysced in historical light the
poverty of Bengali Muslims,
thadr religious and cultural dis-
linctness, the political and reli-
gious upheavals repeatedly as-
sailing their simple lives and
their recourse to falsehood un-
der compulsions of poverty.
Analysing various historical
cvents and social settings, No-
vak has come 1o the conclusion
that Bengali Muslims are reli-
glous while they are also secu-
lar. In Novak's own words :
“Unfortunately outsiders today
often view Islam with fear as a
hotbed of militancy, reactionary
politics and terrorisimm — an im-
age fortified by many events in
recent years. But in truth only a
miniscule number of the world's
ncarly onc billion Muslims are
involved in these dramatic
events, Most Muslims do not
cven live in Middle East or
North Africa. They are in Asia,
somcwhat {solated” from the
cvents of recent ]I"l.‘ll'l
Bangladesh is a casc in poin

In analysing the Hﬂnghdn.hi

psyvche, James Novak has also
wcighs  the impact of poets,
writers and artists besides that
ol politicians and social reform-

ers. He has skilfully analysed
the contributions of Lalon
Shah, Rabindranath, M N Roy
and Kazi Nazrul Islam in the
lives of Bengalis (inhabitants of
Bangladesh). |

He has also dwelt on the

peint that the mainstream of
Bengall life has repeatedly been

stirred by liberal humanism of
the West. But Novak's observa-

tion on the influence of Poet

Igbal on Bengali life 1s not cor-
rect. Igbal is regarded by Ben-

galis as a major poet, even a
greal poet, like Matthew Arnold
and T S Eliot. But Igbal's poetry
and philosophy have no direct
influence on Bengal life.

Novak has described the so-
cial current of Bangladesh as
somewhat enfeebled and slug-
gish. Society is replete with su-
perstitions and religious big-
otry. Comparing, Novak said,
3angladesh socicty is conserva-
tive but nét like in Middle East
or Pakistan. Seeing the role of
mpther in Bangladesh society
Novak is filled wath surprise and
admiration. There is a touching
cenlrality to the role of the
mother in Bangladesh that has
no western comparison in terms
of respect and love tendered to
her, especially by her sons. He
also said that there 1s no other
country except Bangladesh
where female education is re-
celving such cardinal impor-
tance. In the politics of
Bangladesh the Prime Minister
herselfl is an estimable lady and
according to Novak, “There is no
reason to doubt that the other,
Sheikh Hasina, daughter of
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the

nation's father, has a very good .

chance of being Begum Zia's
SUCCEessor.

An analysis of the historical
forces will reveal that Plato and
Aristotal received a new life due
to the work of Muslim re-
scarchers and theoreticians. In
the early phase of European
Renaissance, great influence
was exerted by Muslim theo-
rcticlans, historians, political
scientists, physicians, philoso-
phers and Doctors of Philoso-
phy, mathematicians and as-
tronomers. Muslims have
taught Europe the use of the

compass rudder and gunpow-
der. The European society alse
Jearnt from Muslim society how
to show honour to women and

what the pride of aristocracy is.

Novak says that the high place*

and honour accorded to wornen

in the politics and .society of

Bangladesh 1is integral to
Bangladesh tradition and s not
something extraneous or bor-
rowed.

In his book 'Bangladesh :
Reflections on the Watef Novak
has taken the help of such con-
tradictory media as history, so-
cial organisation, poetry, paint-
ing, elc. in order to understand
he Bangladeshi ethos. Perhaps
to understand the Bengalis he
took utmost help from the
famine sketches and paintings
of 'Shilpacharja' (master artist)
Zainul Abedin. According to No-
vak, a few aspects of Bengali
character, like negative attitude
towards wealth and prosperity,
cnvy, tendency of backbiting,
recourse o cheating if self in-
terest is not achieved mendac-
ity, the prevailing jealousy and
insecurity in politics — all these
are mainly caused by poverty.
Not that traits are exclu-
sive to the poor. These also are
common among the denizens of
Dhaka's most fashionable

bourhoods. Everybody is
uffering from this poverty
syndrome — government minis-
ter, bureaucrat, industrialist,
merchant, teacher, clerk — all.
Those who have wealth remain
under fear of losing it — what if
it all may collapse like a house
ol cards after a political change!
Novak has dwelt on the

subject at length. lle has ob-
served that in Bengali socicly
gifted and successful persons
are the objects of cnvy. The
honest man is almost living in
isolation. Ages of repression
and poverty have made Bengall
society averse to free thought,
dependent on destiny, and
subject to depression and
melancholia. If someone in soci-
ety rises, everyone around him
will get busy trying to bring him

down, even destroy him. Seeing -

this side of the poverty-stricken
society Novak was possibly not
surprised, though saddened.
Novak is aware of the comment
made by the 19th century im-
perialist writer Lord Macaulay
about jghe Bengalis : ‘llorn to

Rainbow Film Society Holds

International Film Festival

cratically acceplable social, po-

tical and cultural atmosphore
demand fur
making good fllms can be cro
aled among the comumon nmwvic-
goers, and is unfatlingly Lrying
to reach this thrget by regulaly
holding film shows, sciinars,
discussion mectings and rullics.

so that a strong

——Dr
Moniruzzaman
Chairman, Festival Conunilio

2nd Dhaka International Filin

Festival '93
& ® & 4 « % #® 2

HE cinema today can

a significant social role in

a developing country like
Bangladesh. But it s an un
pleasant truth that this In-

-

Mohammad

The Rainbow Film Socicty is
posilive as
awvell a8 stcady role n the [
socicly movement. I is ﬁmm
devoted 10 the Democratic wid
secular wvalues that hnﬂ:

-known for fis

ﬂhthmh-u'lﬂn

lowards creating a demo

finfiely potential art medium
has not been enabled o
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In view of the prolound intcrest
shown by the elite of the society
we afrived al the dectision that
holding of film festival cvery
year was most desirable in or-
der to make the Filim Society
movement more forceful. Keep-
ing this in view the second
DYhaka International Film Fest-
val is being held from 23 De-
cember. We are determined that
henceforward Dhaka Film F
tival will be held [rom 23 10 31
December every year, It may be
mentioned here that this is the
first full-length feature Alm fes-
tival unofficially.

In this festival twelve coun-
tries including Bangladesh are
participating and wbout sixty
flims will be screened. The pro-
gramme includes retrospective,
Panorama of Bangladesh, inter-
national film session and a film
scssion for children. Besides,
open discussion and inlerna-
tional seminar will be the chief
attractjon of the festival.

We face here problems of
projection, auditorium, official
permission and above all, fi-
nancial. MHowever, we are
plcased (o say that the arrival of
distinguished guests from far
nnd near has Im:rndy inspired

T‘Ii:luuvlihnbnmdnﬁ

caled to the memory of a pilo-
neer of film society movement
late film-maker Alamgir Kabir,
Panorama of Bangladesh has
been dedicated to the memory
of another ploneer of film mak-
ing in Bangladesh, late Nazir
Ahmed.

A special feature of this

A Most

ONGRATULATIONS, Ral-
nbow Film Socfety! You

have done 1t againi
But for the persistent, inno-
vative bold activities ol the
various film societies and the
short film forum ol Bangladesh
our film scenario is a bleak one.
In this dismal sftuation film
lestivals can relieve, to some lit-
tle extent, the fecling ol bore-
dom. not to say disgusl. pro-
duced by most of the commer-
cially turned out films of
ladesh. The programmes
chal out by the Rainbow
Film Society for its 1993 film
festival gives us a chance once

-again lo see some good films

and listen to some intercsling
discussions on various aspects
of the cinema. Hopefully it will
contribute to: the growth of a

the buffalo, sting
treachery to the Bengali'. Novak
could not refute this statement.
But Macaulay's observation

_ stemmed from hatred and scorn

while Novak's largely emanates
from and love. There-
fore, while admitting that the
other face of Bengalis is that of
deceit, jealousy, suspiciousness
and random mendacity, he
says, '‘But this fear [of hunger)
does not make the | hi
more greedy or dishonest.

- Poverty and uncertainty of life
are the source of this fear. Out

of this fear has grown the Ben-
gali's propensity to resort to
mudslinging, backbiting and
throwing pointed innuendoes
about other's corruption with-
oul remaining honest himself.
Some of Novak's analysis
and comments are not above
controversy. Reading his views
one gets the feeling that he is
an ardent Republican ‘who
tends to value American foreign
policy much beyond its real
worth. It also seems that during
his stay in Dhaka for under-
standing political trend and
characteristics he strayed into
wrong assemblies of the living
rooms. In any country analysis
of a contemporary or recent po-
litical event is difficult and full
ol hazards. an outsider,
Novak has ventured to do this
and given proof of his sincerity,

commitment to truth and skill.
But although his commitment

to truth and skill are fully re-
flected, some of his analyses of
the political trends of
Bangladesh reveal in con-
gruities and half-truths. The

" comparison of Tajuddin Ahmed

with President Ziaur Rahman is
one such {nstance. About
Sheitkh Mujib he comments :
.'He rose to the extcnt that it is

possible for a common man to
rise. For this reason Sheikh

- Mujib shbuld be lauded and

congratulated.’ Alongside he
has praised the Sheikh's dedi-

"cation to politics, struggle and

leadership. Novak did not hesi-

- tate to mention that though

Shetkh Mujib was the victim of
a Llragedy, he was a hero in

history and politics, @nd not |

anti-hero or villain. To those
coming to visit Ban h form
oulside he has said clearly,
‘When you come to Bangladesh
you musl visit 32, Dhanmondi
and ofler respect to the memory
ol the founder of Bangladesh
and the father of the Bengali

nation.’
Such an' approach on the

parl of Novak proves that he
has at least tried to see and un-
derstand  Sheikh Mujib in the
light of history and reality. His
bitter comments about Sheikh
Mujib are not lacking either.
3ut despite some odd, hall-true
and baseless conceptions of
politics, on the whole Novak's
conclusions mostly lie within
the bounds of acceptability.
The 236-page book covered
wilth blue jacket came out in
1993, After 1990 he has written
aboutl Ershad regime, probably
while he was stationed In
IDhaka. So it is better not to
discuss Novak's comments and
analyses about Ershad and his
regime. When all (s said,
Bangladesh : Reflections on the
Water is a delightful reading.
Novak's heart and intellect were
simultancously at work in con-
siructing cach sentence of the
book. The flavour of
that the author had obtained
back in 1930 at the age of eight
from a mural in the university
is mmultiplied and accentuated in
this book. The blood of a
preacher which mixed with the
dust of Bangladesh has not
gone in vain. Twentynine years
later his. younger brother,
through deep understanding
and love of this country, has
produced a marvellous book.
Hi.arly congratulations to
James J. Novak for his mhk‘
work.

year's festival is lwo retrospec-
tives. We are fortunate that

along with the retrospective of

six flims of Adur Gopal Krish-
nan we will hear his valuable
aebscrvations on film. Another
retrospective will be on [ive
[ilms of late Zahir Raihan, onec
of the piloneers of good [llm
making in

The theme of this 2nd Dhaka
Film Festival is "Better Film,
Beller Audience, Beller Soci-

cty .

Ahmed Muztaba Zamal
MDreetor, 2nd Dhaka Interna-
tional Film Festival 93

Worthy Venture

healthy film culture in the
country, even i marginally.

There is certainly no room
for complacency, yet it must be
admitted that the film society
movement in Bangladesh has
created, over the years, an en-
lightened film audience who can
appreciate good cinema, al-
though their number is still
small and they arc limited, for
the most part, to the urban ed-
ucated middle class. The Rain-
bow Film Society has pla
important role in this. -
cerely believes that without the
growth of a healthy democratic
secular culture a couniry can
hardly move forward in any
field, be it social or economic.

tnth:wup.l
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In Love with Bangladeshi Skies

ALINA Shevehenko, who

had nine of her art

pieces included in the
Sixth Asian Art Biennale, re-
cently had a solo exhibition of
41 art pieces at the Russian
Culture Centre. Her works in-
clude portraits, but she -loves
delineating nature, specially the
Bangladeshi skies with their
changing colours, which she
finds completely different from
those found in Russia. Galina
hopes to visit historical places
in Bangladesh like Sonargaon,
Mohastangarh, the king's pala-
ce at Natore, and scenic areas
like Jalfflon and Cox's Bazaar to
paint these scenes.

Encou and inspired to
paint as a child by her father
and grandfather, who painted
themselves , and having at-
tcnded the Russian Institute of
IFine Arts for a while, the artist
has taken lessons in painting
while in Bangladesh. She likes
using .bright celours and her
favourite is blue.

Her "Hair-do"

in oil pastel

~has a delicate depiction of a

woman coiling her hair, wearing
only a flowing blue skirt. The
composition with the yellow
flowers and the red covered
dressing table is both pic-
luresque and s stive.

Similarly, "A girl in front of a
(ofl-pastel) depictg a

mirror ”

D!d ﬂhakn Tem;ﬂt on the h-rmh ui' llu river

Dresden-doll like dainty blonde
as she sits perched on a cane
chair, examining her facc and
her in the mirror before
her. A white cushion placed
nearby matches well with the
blossoms and the trafling cloth
placed seductively .on her
thighs.

"Youth" is another delightful
pastel portrait of a young
woman in a pale mauve hat
with purple flowers, with only a
lavender skirt for her apparel,
seen standing blithely in a
‘beautiful garden with many
coloured blossoms.

The "Portrait of an unknown
man” shows an old unshaven
man with a red muffler which
relieve the grey and white of the
rest of the creation. The artist
has done two*realistic portraits
of her husband and her teacher
as well as that of a young girl in
charcoal. The lines are subtle
and effective.

"Symphony of light” i{s an
idyllic depiction of streams of
light filtering through lcaves,
branches and tree trunks in a
forest. The yellow and green
leaves contrast well with the
black branches and the pale
blue of the shadows. Galina's
“Lake Ujin," "Lilac bay" and
"Crying birches” are similarly
painstaking and' picturesque
creations based on the land-
scapc of Russia.

“Clouds in the Ilimalayas " is

a fresh, pleasing, realistic piece

with a pleasant combination ol
blue, green and brown. The
Nepalese atmosphere has becn
brought in with deft and power-

O organise a festival and

that too an international
festival of films by a [ilm
society is indeed a very chal-

task.

as | remember even at

public level we didn't have

a Lruly international fcstival

since quile Innr time. It is in-
deed hearten to see that the

Rainbow Film Hr has at-
tempted to fill the ;
Let us hope for a [ruitful

regation of thinking
a uﬂﬂttward!n wato‘,.f
significant fllms b'y eminent dl-

. rectors of many countrics ol the

e — Sayeed Ahmad

such a culture. And Alm festi-
vals can indeed play a role, nec-
essary a small one, bul
nonetheless a positive one, in
this matter.

| wish the international film
festival 1993 every success.
Some dedicated youngsters
worked tirelessly day and right
to bring it about. Problems
seemed endless. There were
problems of planning, establish-
ing contacts, obtaining clear-
ances and confirmations, ar-
ranging logistic support and
above all of finance. It 18 no
mean achievement for an en-
tirely private organisation to be
able finally to overcome il diffi-
culties and bring its dream to
fruition.

— Kabir Chowdhury

| by-Fa'yza Haq

ful strokes. "Early morning in

Dima”, another oil, brings in

tall, towering trees with their
foliage and the snow-capped
'mounltains at the back.

""Lonely palms™ depicts -4n a
small a palm covered island in
brown and black. In the back-
drop is the blue and the goldens
expansc of sky, while endless
waves dance in the forefront.
“Island in the ocean” looks as if
the canvas is covered with
turquoise and purple gems, but
in rcalily Lhe artist has depicted
beaches, rocky brown islands
and the powerful ocean waves.
"Night' beauty” shows a dark
palm tree at night, with its
lcaves, branches and trunk,
surrounded by diamond-like
stars in the sky. "At the cbb of
the day” is similarly a pic-
turesque delineation of nature
with purple and gold bars of
clouds and dark tn:ca in the
forefront.

“Ycar of a rooster” is an oil
which ‘has a farmer's hut and
animals surrounded by fog and
mist and with a black forest
topped by a pink and golden
sky. Against this sombre back-
ground is a cock with an enor-
mous fabulous tafl comprising
brilliant blue and ycllow
colours. The path at the side

also consists of \Fﬂﬂt‘d boyant
colours.

Galina, who has El Greco
and da Vinel as her favourite
painters, has a penchant for the
French Impressionists too, has
also tried her hand at abstracts
and scmi abs as in "The
beginning of life”, with its con-

- glomeration of vivid coloured

spheres, and "Succession,” in
which the artist has symbolised
differént generations by silhou- -
clles created by varied coloured

chords against a and or-
ange background in ofl. She has
also depicled pain-and uncer-

tainty in -"Anguish — woman"

and "Anguish — man" using
cubism and pointillism.

~ Galina, who has a Ph.d. in
malhematics, teaches the sub-

jects at the Russian Inlerna-

tional School. Her husband is
the Ambassador of the Russian
Federation in Bangladesh, and
she has two children,
Gleb and Anna. This staluesque
blonde, despfte being gifted with
numerous assets, remains gen-
tles, sell-e soft-spoken

and cager to please. She has
nothing but praises for the peo-
ple ol Bangladesh, whom she
considers kard working and -
credibly hospitable. Apart from
painting, she has gardcening .uxd
knitting as her hobbics.

Waiting for Her Call

by Fakhrul Aziz

The pounding surf on Kuakata
are calling me
The Bengal Tigers of Sunderban
are calling me.
Padma. Meghna and Jamuna
are calling me.

Rain, Flood and Thunderstorm
are calling me.
Sunshine,-friendly sky and ivory cloud
are calling me.

Owl, woodpecker and kingfisher
are calling me.
Grasshopper, butterfly and firefly
are calling me.

Dahlia, petunia and zinnia
are calling me.

But lonely heart of mine
is waiting for her call only
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Reflex

by Akhtar Ahmad .

Once in a mild noon at Kumarshail
| saw
An absolute black butterfly
Fly gently across the hillocks green.
| dared not
To look at it,
For its arist

Thal

witheld

me.

Accidemic 1o DBoann Ans of Parts has roconidy naade the jamous
mime artiste Marcel Mercon ther academician member — It's a
rare honour — recelving which. Marcel Mercon held a function at
the Academic ard (o assist her, chose expatriate Bangladeshi
mime artiste Parthapratim Mgjumder — a great honour to him
oo, |



