Burn in Dhaka, in 1950. In 1971 he

participated in the war for liberation of Bangladesh

(Freedom fighter. Platoon commander). After acquiring a degree ol Bachelor of Arts
from Bangladesh, his painting career started in earnest. He went to France on a
scholarship to study Art. Since then he has never looked back. and has emerged as one
of the 50 masters of contemporary art in the world today. He has exhibited his works in
somu of the most prestigious galleries of the world. .

Focusing on Emotions
behind Images

An Interview byFayzal—Iaq

L]

" ROM morning till
evening | do nothing
else but paint in Paris.

where | have been sinee | got

the scholarship in '74 at the

Ecole Supriere de Beaux Arts.’

said Shahabuddin. sitting on a

rattam arm chair. in the back

lounging room of "Shilpangan”.
surrounded by many young
admirers. during his recent
solo exhibition in Dhaka. The
furtv-five vizir okl Paris -hased

artist Hos corbdnty carved oul a

reniarkable carcer lor himself

with 8 solo exhibitions in 20

Vi,

“In my work, you see, soci-
ety plavs a sirong rolé. | feel |
am serving Bangladesh even
thouch | aum living abroad. be-
caust being in Eurepe | ped
. more opportunities for exhibit-
ing my works overseas. For in-

stance, il | had nol been stay- -

ing in Paris | would never had
got the chanee o be included-
in the 50 masters of contem-
porury art in the world todav.”
l"E' llikkﬂ.

A=sked if he Bl thit the
staddasd ol painungs
Bangledesh was improving as
lime wgnt by, he said, "This is
s0. delinitely since the inde-
pendence. The Bangladeshis
are golng abroad more olten
and getting exposed to novel
and loreign ideas. Artists from
oulside are also coming more
frequently to Bangladesh. spe-
cially during the Biannales.
This has resulted in a defimite
impact on the Bangladeshi
painters. The local painters are
less confined in their  outlook.
This is obvious in the works of
our artists. The outside influ-
ences are. also marked.”

Speaking about his own
works Shahabuddin admitted,
I e been strongly influ-
en« i by Lhe works of Francis
Bawviur, and by Zainul Abedin ai
hous: — specially the way he
used Howes 1o iy i oo v i

o

o

?
N

{};I il
labove) and Chitra-Charja. Ol o
Canouas jrigi ).

Vicior-2. Canvas

his works € ritics have claimed
him 1+ be also clearly aflected
bv the images of the Renais

sance and Hellenic maslers.
apart from Vladimir Velkovich.
"1 myself do olls. As a variation
I do charcoal and Chinese Ink
drawings. |’ prefer oil. on the
whole, ‘as it is a classical tradi-
tion and one can besl express
onesell in oil.
rich effect of oil is not found in
any other medium. Also, oil
painting is something that is
enjoyed by artists all over the
world. Chinese ink. mean-
while. is something which is
vexy sensitive. Once the line
llas been put you cannol re-

toucl it. 1 admire and en oy
seitlpture work e byt alter
pinting 1 have no tme for

this. 1 work five 1o eight hours
while in Paris, and here in
Bangladesh and India there has
been no time limit to my hours
at the canvas. Sometiunes [-am
not satisfied with the number

of atlempts to delineate the:

same theme so I might end up
doing my work again and again.

"Time is limited as well as the

artist's energy and so one musl
cope with ene’'s shortcom
s, Sl pdhoekling elabeor ed

Asked if he was ronscious
aboul being strongly national-
istic Shahabuddin said. "1 be-
lieve every good artist in any
country is fiercely dedicated to
his country. My own father was
4 politician and | was conse-
gquently influenced by his
thinking pattern.”

One could well measure his
confidence in his own ability
by his remark. | have exhibited
in almost all of Europe. Where
have 1 not exhibited? Perhaps
only in Russia and ltaly. My
works have been. displayed in
places ' such as Switzerland.
Belgium. Holland, Poland.
spain, UK as' well as in Tai
wail, South Korea and Senegal.

T alluur.{ about the lawst fad

| believe. The

in the art world in Europe the
artist said, "l greatly admire
‘installation’” art that is now in

vogue in Europe, in which ob- .

jects are simply put together.
In this type of art items which
are conventionally ignored like
a dustbin can become the sub-
ject of contemplation. Some-

. thing experimental like this

can be a success onky in a place
like Europe, Since the Gulf
War there has been a dip in
the graph of living ‘the world
over. The age-old forms of art
appear to be dying off for the
moment and ‘'industrial’ type
art is coming in. | feel this will
vimitinue for a decade. The
sincere pitch of the artist is
now often absent.”

Dwelling on folk and orien-
tal art the painter remarked,
"Orienlal art is something Lyp-
ical of our country and cannot
be undermined. As for folk art,
a place such as Bangladesh
would do well to patronise this
as there is such a wealth of

beauly in our rural parts. For
e redason o another lolk ari

i o place like Bangladesh has
hweenn ighored although fpr po-
litical and  economic reasons
this should have received ini-
portance,’

Asked il he will teach if he
comes back -to Bangladesh. he

said. "No. 1 cannot. Teaching
is a diflicult joli. 1 have ried it
boedore m Bangladesh bao it has

nol worked. However, | do in-
teid to leave an iudelible im-
pact of my cxistence in
Bangladesh.”,

The powerful imaginative
works of the artisi which verge
non surrealism quite olten,
bring in massive figures. seen
In action, done in mysterious
white and earthy colours. The
artist does neot Tocus on the
im.ages alone bul mostly con-
cenlrales on Lhe emotions be
hitkd the im.ges.
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1t is not obligatory to evoke Proust to Justify the recuperation of one's past: Besides, there are
enough grueling experiences in life to mark the content of a work lastingly. Net that the artist
should eternally immolate himself for memory ar out of nostalgia. but whether he desires it or not
his itinerary ceaselessly reflects the most significant traces of his personal history.

Shahabuddin has rooted his approach in his memory and his memory in his history, which is
alse that of his people. He has therefore not had the need (0 awaken his aching conscience to
convert -in painting the emotional charge which has been present in him since childhood. And. his

S voluntary exile. which he exalts in memory. after his rejoction of the political climaie instifutcd by I
imilitary order at the time, has bolstered his need to glorify his mmlln; from afar.

However. it is ngt on the level of an-observation with denunciatory accents. nor through .Lh:* bias
of « serial iconography, worthy as the cause may be, or clse through the medium of sensibility. that
the acknowledges his intimate wounds and the anxiety of our dge, but throtgh the behavioral
unsetiling -of typology shalken in .its very foundations. As a consequence, his dislocated and
E,w.lght in their initial. elan. catapulted by_an irrepressible inner force. mérge
in an inervated treatise on r.iramntk‘ art in the eruptive magma of the paint and the colors. [ this -
clliptic reality where the appearances are never denied. the morphological outrages which affect
the status of the destabilised "bodies only rEiru‘ﬂfce:- the psychological truth of the models and the
acnity of their expressive powers. in this way echoing Herman Meleille's asscrtion:

o\ r-_-:pn ssed without c-unmrnfntse altvays hﬂs_frqyed cfdges.

Iractured creatures,

Grmnf.megurm French Ari ¢ ritic

Trith
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‘A Force that Amazes with Infmn‘eness

HANABUDDIN  writes

the grammar ol his 1o a1
terms ol -

or work in
composition rather (han
colour. For him colour, the
mosl important single element

~in a painter's repertoire (Paul

Klee after visiting Tunisia
wrote: "Colour and | are-one. |
am a painter’), comes third
after compaosition and drawing.
This hierarchical strategy
with dramatic space.
len=inn &1 Dalance anad an
unlinished narrative are the
most conspicuous leatures
from a language that could be
terined Shahabuddinesque.
The compositional rhetoric he
has cdeveloped can best be
understood “through Marx's
frmous architectural
metaphor: Base (composition)
that provides foundation for
superstruclure (drawing.
colour). A close reading of the
Adrance-1 would reveal ihe
mastery of this compositional
wizard. We will see in the
course ol our quest that the
mastery and the deepest po-
etry of the work lies in its ge-
ometrical balance. The preck

‘sion with which this balance is

achieved suggests to the
puinter's calculated handling
of his emotion that appears on

Lhe «anvas unbriddled.. Sha-

habuddin poertects this art of
ot caling  the pdanned war
Fire, lierns one unght be

Temptet- . compare Tm with

poel WB Yeals or Jibanana
Das who succeeded in veiling
their efforts under apparent
spontaneity. In the words of
James Joyece: “ldeally ! the
artist, Hke the God of Cre-
ation. remains within or be-
hinnd or beyond or above his
handiwork. invisible. refined.
oul ol existenge, indillerent,
pearine his fingernails Suh
ject ity is a terriblewthing. I i
loul in this alone. that i1 re-
veals  the authnrs hands and
feet.”

The work, no doubt, is of a
particular interest in its geom-
etry since analysis would show
that it creates a tension in the
balance and inspite of convey-
ing a transparent meaning it
raises questions after ques-
tigns rather than answers. The
position of the lone racing fig-
ure (0 have been almost di-
vided at uWie  cenire point of
ihe canvas who is aboul to
cross a hurdle leavés us with-
out a suggestion from where
the rdce takes its flight or a
slightest indication of a touch
line. Reason might say if there
is a race there should be an
end but the guestion is: why
this obscurity? Does it try o
say something more about the
point reached at the race
rather than goal? By placing
the Hgure a bit away from the
centre, is he suggesting thai
rily half of the race is won?
I'he most positive side of the
work is that il can be ques-
tioned infinitely. As one en-
counters Advance-] it gives a
disturbed reading. In it the

¥
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“With the pronotincement of the name Shnhahuddm the 1mage that comes into one’s

mind is of a man dressed almost shabbily. a face unsaven for days with a mane of blaci
heair. Diomysiac or what Schiller says sentimentalisch in spirit, Shahabuddin has already

established

himself with his .athletic brush as a creator of a Jormidable number of

significant orks. to use the term of Joyce, rolywholyover in essence. A collection of
some 40 recent creations by this master painter recently went into display at the city's

Shilpangan gallery. Cheosing a single work, the 'Advance-1,’
collection the present piece trys to give d close reading of

expoerience it offers.

from the body of the
the complex uisyui

- ground or

lgure and at annthcr moment
leels dissociated or simply an
unlnoker :

The ‘very nature of {he

composition dese' not allow us

to hold on {6 a solid ground
and. meaning bfcnm:s too
slippery and whenever we
forin an  interpretation_ it
iends: to collapse. The hack-
o ground or to be

signiiyving cides —  ligure,

- colour — were set in ,a restless

motion. We are not allowed
here with the privilege ol a
single transparent meaning.
It is open to meaning, to use a
deconstructionist term, an
open text.' In other words, it
demands strenuous reading.
All these are happerling due to
s copositiona  wension. The
experience of the work in

poses a stale ol loss, discom-
lorts and unsettles the viewer's
historical and psychological
assumplions. The strength ol
the cork is thar it compuls
one (o guestion Kl tha leads
Lhe viewer to create and
reereate the work endlessly.
Meaning here, [rom a decon-
siructionist point of view, can-
not find a secure meta-posi-
tion beyond the téxt by which
to stabilise itself. The vast blue
space against which he puts
his lonesoime figure in motion,
Lhere colour hardly evokes any

nwornl @wr a symbol s we have
seen in Munch or Rossetti
Colour here acts as a comnple-
ment to the speed and almosi
goes unnoticed. that is to say.
the hue has no connotation
‘but to sacrifice to the speed
and becomes a subject to a
perpeiually changing context.
As oiie can see, colour here is
in o process of breaking and

collapsing condemned to a.

condition of unrest.

Fremch theorist Roland
Burthes in his shatteringly ana-
Iviical book S/Z identifies two
lypes of texts — text that tries
to discourage the reader with a
closed and limited meaning,
and the other that encourages
the reader te produce mean-
ing. The first type he calls
readerly flisible) the second
writerly (scriptible).

The Advance- ] for its plu-
rality of theaning is a writerly
lext in the Barthean sense ol

" the term as a tour de Jorce il

Speaking must have speakers. but not _merely in .
the same way as an effect must hdve a cause: .

ﬂmrﬁnﬂeidewr

dor~ nol render Lhe viewer
felle or  redundant and does
not condemn him to a pro-
<duction-consumer situation of
the bourgeois world. Looking
at the work is not becoming a
symibol of impotent rather it
invites as self-consciously to
read il, to join in ang become
daware of the interrelationship
ol the process of creativity and
the 'process of understanding
and which accordingly offers
us something of a joy of co-au-
thorship.

Distorting the face of his
protagonist, the artist desiroys
the fixed meaning and under-

niines the single identity and.

ihereby evokes an infinite
possibility ol identities thal
virtually opens an infinite play
where a viewer at a moment
identifies himsell with the

precise a void i$ the space
where the race ig taking place.

And - we see the sprihter
about to cross a hurdle has
nothing in front of him that
might suggest a possible end.
The question is why he cap-
tures this perpetual run. Is
Adam whose birth we have
seerl in Michelangelo separat-
ing from the centre, the God,
is in a crisis — the crisis of
identification? Does his power
in guise present a problem of
an outsider who expresses
himself in Existentialist
terms? Is. his figure fighting
against an enemy he does not
know — his self? Or is he with
all his energy looking for what
Nietzsche calls Ubermensch
(Superman] or his dreams
who — Bangabandhu — has
been nssassinated?

DRAWINGS

LICH ol the energv of
il classic  modern
art starting from Gani
ginn 1o Miro. including Picasso.
was spent (o capture the
primitive or unadiluted lorce
and originality of mankind.
[Hseusied with the declining
rottenn bodrecuis wleal thev
turned o unspoiled beauty of

Tahitian lile. Alrican art and,
nmaive spirit of children
painiing.

Aunidst this tradition Sha
hab uldin takes his pen Lo Lthe
classical power-house of Da
Vinci or Michelangelo Lo give
shape e his drawing. Butl un-
like Vinci or Angelo. Shahab
uwddin injects what one would
ke 10 call Aynamic yriciean w
phivsiological swudies of his
predecessors and there per-
haps he stands alone.

The Gallery Tone is now
holding a show of drawings by
Shahabuddin 1hat prevides
viewers an opporiunity to on
cowiier this dynamic lyricism.

— Ziaul Karim
S AR B 2




