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Bangladesh Enters the

Literature

In Pursuit of Freedom

by Azfar Hussain

The cycles of movement and stillness, progress and retrogression, confidence and
confusion, discipline and directionlessness characterize the somewhat complex liter-
ary scene in this part of the world, observes a young literary critic in the following

piece which focuses on ce
emphasis on the literature of the nineties.

rtain crucial aesthetic trends and styles, with a particular

“The future of Bengali literature certainly
awaits a new generation of revolutionary geniuses,” observes the author.

ENGALI literature did

ot begin its course with

ny dramatic suddenness
after the emergence ol Bang
ladesh as an independent,
sovereign state in 1971. True,
today, Bangladesh arrives at
the age of twenty-five: but,
Bengali literature does not. For
Bengali literature is much
older than Bangladesh: it has a
long history which can be
narrativized only with a sense
of inadequacy. given the com-

plexity and rich diversity of '

this history. However, one can
barely lose sight of certain
crucial areas and avenues that
tend to foreground themselves
more significantly than others.
And. one of such avenues,
easily noticeable in our literary
history, is the historical inter-
action between the birth of
Bangladesh and the course of
our literature.

Let us now begin by asking
ourselves this question : when
Bangladesh was born, did our
literature take any turn? Yes. it
did. And it did visibly. Whether
the visibility ol the turn in
question corresponds or at-
tests Lo any inajor revolution-
ary stylistic and themalic
breakthroughs is vet another
question deserving one's criti-
cal interventions. But. il is dif-
ficult to ignore the fact that
the poelry ol the seventies, [or
example.—and also tiction and
drama written during the first

. half of this decade-——nunedi-

ately captured the idioms and
images of the post-liberation
excitements, dreams, desires
and aspirations typical of the
middle class. One can say that
the 'War . itself—the armed

. Struggle—constituled a recur-

ring theme in both poetry and
fiction. Abu Hena Mustafa Ka-

~mal once justly maintained

that during the first half of the
seventies, there was not a sin-
gle poet who could write with-
out relerence to the War. Given
this irresistible Tesponse Lo
the War mostly in a mood of
victory and in a tone of ex-
citement. one cai, say that a
greal deal ol creative writings

ared . kL il ul (R
ﬁlﬁdrgrdr&i;[ﬂr!rﬁli pz't}tlt;{‘ sting (o
that - aesthetic of corresporn-

. dence between literature and

its physical-social milieu, The
older generation of poets in-
cluding Shamsur Rahman.
Hassan Hafizur Rahman, Al
Mahmood, Shaheed Quadri and
many others, and the new
generation. of poets who first.
appeared 'in the seventies—
both seemed {o share and cel-
ebrate the unity of the themes
of war, liberation, victory,
dream, and so on. On the other
hand. a number of fiction-writ-
ers and playwrights belonging
both to the old {the 50s and
the 60s) and new (the 70s)
generations also celebrated the
moment of their unity in their
response to a newly-born state
like Bangladesh. Thus, this
moment amply -charged with
excitement and with a certain
amount of the immediacy and
directness of perception was
more than visible—was identi-
fiable as a turning point in our

= literature.

It needs mentioning here
that the mood of excitement
and the rhetoric of rejoicing
were not the only abiding lit-
erary realities at the time.
Also, the mood of loss accom-
panied by the images of hor-
ror, nightmares, deaths, dam-
ages. devastation, and the ex-
periences of massive sufferings
and strenuous struggles were
captured in varying degrees
and dimensions in literature,
starting from Shamsur Rahman
and Syed Shamsul Hugq thro-
ugh Hassan Azizul Huq. Akh-
teruzzaman Elias and Mabh-
mudul Huq and also through

- Selim Al Deen to the poets-
fiction writers-playwrights of
the seventies. But, then, there
was always a "music in the
“midst of desolation” and a
glory shone upon tears. In
other words, the mood and
-rhetorics of rejoicing did not

constitute the monalithic str-

uctures of literary experiences;
but, then, they were certainly
the predominant ones. This
predominance is one of the
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~ But, the mood of rejoicing
did not last long. It was also in
the literature of the seventies
that reversals of expectations
. accompanied by breakages and
of ideals and prin-

ciples envisaged earlier were
imaged and experienced both
directly and indirectly by cre-
ative writers belonging to the
608 and 60s who continued to
write. throughout the seven-
ties, including new writers
exclusively belonging to the
later decade. Roughly speak-
ing, the second half of the sev-
“nties was a period of disillu-

sionment, despair, direction
lessness—which. of course, had

to do with politics and society

at large. Acute socio-political
consciousness was one of the

marks of the literature of this
period. A good number of sto-
ries, for example, were written
by the new-generation writers

who ‘zoomed in on the details
of living in a society that was

fast moving away from the
boundaries of dreams drawn
earlier. Poets and playwrights—
both old and new—captured
and constructed these mome-
nts of dream-breaking., mostly
with sloppy. sentimental rom-
anticism, and sometimes. with
commendable artistic strength
and success.

Now : caught in the cycle of
dream-making and dream-
breaking, how did our litera-
ture progress? The progress of
literature cannot’ be ascer-
tained so easily; it cannot be
ascertained decade-wise ei-
ther: for, literature needs to
endure an uncertain passage of
time. But. then, looking back,
one can at least say that the
literature during this period
was, in the first plate. playing
fast and loose with romanti-
cism of sorts which subse-
quently generated a new cen-
sciousness among the creative
writers of the eighties. The
War certainly generated ex-
cilements; dream-breaking
mostly generated sentiments
and inane rhetorics. but the
E&EEH%?']T}?HF}#IIJI a'i:] l} ﬂ%ﬁgﬁ
itito art was not, however, to-
tally absent. lh some works,
signs of strengths and a cer-
tain degree of success I shap-
ing a distinctive language can
be detected, but only sporadi-

“cally. ;

One can certainly refer to
drama, in particular. It would
be no exaggeration to maintain
(against that oft-raised and
well-known complaint that the
Liberation War has not hitherto
been able to_produce any major
Nterary work) that the new
surge of acuvities in the field
ol drama was triggered off
perceptibly by the Liberation
War—hy its spirit, its energy,
its elan, its pressure. A great

variely ol experiments wei‘e
enthusiastically and daringly
f

- undertaken, a strong sense of

history was cultivated and ex-
hibited; an uncompromising
bul creative quest for roots,
indigenous myths and other
unexplored aesthetic resour-

ces went on almost untram- -

meled throughout the seven-.
ties and eighties, producing
dramatic oeuvres that perhaps
do not have parallels in any
earlier decade whatsoever. |
can hardly resist the tempta-
tion of referring to Selim Al
Deen and Syed Shamsul Huq
whose dramatic works quin-
tessentially represent the
creative spirit of liberation.

- In so far as fiction is con-
cerned, I must mention that
Akhtaruzzaman Elias whose
novel Chilekothar Sepal. tho-
ugh written prior to the Libe-

" ration War, amply represents

the creative spirit of liberation
in terms of singlehandedly
‘shaping the language of conte-
mporary fiction—a language
which has kept its magic-
influence alm-ost unswerving

_ even today, attracting a consi-

derable number of younger
followers over the last twenty-
four years. Some of Elias's sub-
sequent stories make creative
use of the War, and the
‘aesthetic effect they produce

is simply outstanding by,
" international standards. The
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spaces that tend to unsettle
the singularity of instance. Yet.
it may be said that part of Al
- Mahmood's creative pursuit in-
the seventies appears remar-
kable in tone, tune, tenor, and
text. . |
Th move on from the sev-
enties to the eighties is to en-
ter an atmosphere of self-con-
‘sciousness, sometimes telli-
ngly stylized. The -creative
writers of the fifties and sixties
continued to produce their
works, mostly in a repetitive
manner. Here, I do not wish to
concentrate on those older,
well-known,. well-reviewed
writers. In fact. it would be
worthwhile to focus on some of
the promising young writers—
comparatively unknown—who
made their debut in the eight-
ies. These writers, inordinately
conscious of the sloppy. aes-
thetically ineffectual romanti-
cism of the seventies, em-
barked on a stylistic struggle
towards forging a language that
would look masculine and
rocky, symmetrical and quin-
tessential, more imagistic and
concrete than ideational and
abstract, more metred-and-
rhymed or more measured and
formal than free. A new kind qof

architectonic sensibility and
sculpturesque dimensionality
could be detected miore than
vasily in the Iterary works of
the younger writers. On the
one hand. the spell of Euro-
centric ard Anglo-American
modernism in the Baude-
lairian-Yeatsian - Poundesque-
Eliotesque tradition could not
be dispensed with., and on the
other. there was a kind of go-
ing-back to the older tradi
tions of Bengali literature—to
the lyrical world of' the me-
dieval period. 1o the mysticism
of Lalon Shah, and so on. Young
poets like Masud Khan and
Subrota Augustine Gomez ex
hibited at least sparks of bril-
liance in their poetry. On the
other hand. short-storywriters
like Selim Murshed Mamoon
Hussain' and Parvez Khan ex-
hibited potentials and quality
through their experimental
works. All these writers are
still active., and we are vet to
s¢e thejr more matured works
in the course of time.

If the striving in literature
to be intelligent, skilful and
disciplined, and also experi-
mental may be taken as a
marked feature of the eightles.
particularly exemplified in the
works of Subroto Augustine
and Mamoon Hussain, it was
only towards the end of the
eighties that a new mode of
aesthetic awareness emerged
with works exhibiting seman-
lic and syntactic recalci-
irances. structural iconoclasm
ol sorts. a certain kind of polit-
il mythopoesis. and a strong
sense of history. One cannot

e Py he Somewitat
abortive little magazine move-
meni in the eighties aimed at
producing works as "carefully
achieved entities”, the nineties
now tend to dispense with
such consciousness, but not
always at the expense of verbal
precision and concentration. It
ig also worthwhile to notice
that most of the writers mak-
ing their debut in the eighties

have now moved away from the

self-conscious aesthetic pres-
sure [which has been de-
scribed by some critics as self-
policing) to a sense of Ireedom
marked by various experi-

ments whose outcomes and
impact are yet to be seen New
poets and short-story writers
have also appeared on Lhe lit-
erary scene, exhibiting some
potentials and possibilities
though the field of the novel
does not appear to be at all
exciting, particularly in terms
of new appeararnces. But, some
of the older-generation novel-
ists—lor example. Akhtaruzza-
man Elias presently working
on a new novel. part ol which
had already appeared showing
signs ol tremendous strengthi—
have remained quite active

Yet another marked aspect
of the nineties is a kind of
growing dissatisfaction with
the modernism of the thirties
which, over the last fifty years,
has been able to retain its
magic-spell on our literature.
Resistance to this brand of
modernism mostly modelled
on Baudelaire-Mallarme-Yeats-
Pound-Eliot-Auden has some-
times tended to assume the la-
bel of postmodernism which
is, however, now more a mat-
ter of debate and excitement
than any established literary-
aesthetic creed or culture. It is
also being felt that Eurocentric
or Anglo-American postmod-
ernism is not what one can vi-
ably stand for; for, our post-
modernism, if it is at all possi-

- ble to think of any, must evolve

out of the forces of our own
history and society; it must be
rooted in our soil. In the name
of modernism, the spell of aes-
thetic neo-colonialism
been in exjstence lor long. Let
not postmoderpnism induce or
enhance the same spelll

Thus, roughly. the three
decades of Bengall literature in
this part of world have exhib-
ited both prospects and crises.
It has been difficult for me
within an extremely limited
space as this to document
faithfully and accurately the
whole gamut of achievements
and faflures in the field of our
literature. feel are grfed to ob-
serve a few signs and symp-
toms, trends and tendencies
that | feel are crucial -to the
literary pursuit, whose future
certainly awaits a new genera-
tion of revolutionary geniuses.

has
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Painting

24 Years of Pursni

rechiess res one has to ex
plore the background, as lar at
least it relates 1o the period of
time that one deals with and
alsc understand the perspec

Nowrihing about art history
pHEe  rannot begin M

tved that clarify ones main
ArUImFnl S -
The tradition of modern

Bangladeshi painting is invari
ably linked op with what hap-
pened in the 19208 and 308 in
the undivided Bengal. for it
was the Calcutta Art School
that attempted to bring a
modern approach to painting
in this part of the world. The
siress on experimentation —
and the need to go back to
tradition i{the orientalism ol
Abanindranath Tagore] were
distinguishing gualities of the
school. The lirst batch of mod-
ern Bangladeshi painters —
Zainul Abedin. Anwarul Hague.
Saliuddin  Ahmed. Qamrul
Hasan and Khwaja Shaliq. had
linkages to this school in one

way or the other, although
erach of them attempted to
perlect his idiom and his own

style away from the influences
of that school With Zainul. it
was deslined to be a maver-
ick's quest for novelty which
he achieved, and along with it,
an international reputation, for
his water colours. and ske-
tches ol the 1943 Bengal
Famine These sketches devas-
tuted the complacent and’
solipsistic society, and show-
ed. in an age charged with
Marxist ideas, what art can do
10 arouse socidl consciousness.

Although primarily known
for his skeiches and drawings,
Zainul also worked in water
colour and oil. impressing on
each work a distinet, vibrant
sivle with an articulate colour-

:-.h:-!u:nuf]. Ljis theémes were %‘l:
ways the land anfd its people,

ard on occasions ol great
change and upheaval — as dur-
ing our struggle for indepen-
dence in 1971, or the devas-
lating cyclone a year before
that. Zainul painted haunting
poriraits of the events. '

* Alter the [947 partition of
India. Zainul and others set-
tled down in Dhaka. Next year,
through their efforts. Dhaka
Art College opened its doors.
Thus began the most formative
phase of our recent art-history.
For it is this college, which
was the pivot of a growing
movement in patnting and
sculpture, that brought to-
gether the likes of Mohammad
Kibria, Murtaja Bashir, Rashid
Chowdhury, Aminul 1slam, Ab-
dul Baset, Abdur Rau¥, Qayum
Choudhury, Abdur Razzak.
Sved Jahangir and many ethers

Music

USIC nowadays is
M everywhere. In the
-sixties restaurants

and other eating houses
offered high-decibel music
with their mouthfuls. Before
that one had Lo wait for the
pujas — specially for Durga and
Saraswalti — and Dhakaiya local
wedding celebrations for
having -some music. Loud-

speakers were a rarity and only

on such few and far between

- ?ccasmna they were hired to
e

nd the dir with doleful
numhbers of the Bengali
modern and Hindi film songs.

The lugubrious melodies with '

very touching words, blown up
to volumes reaching across
miles, used to create an
illusion of muslc coming as if
fromm  the heaven and
reverberating through the hills
and dales. much like Edvard
Munch's The Cry. During the

fifties portable wansistor radio |

sels made their way into every
little home. Gone were the
days ol heavenlvy music,
DomestLic music was now the
in-thing. :
Another musical phenome-

non was also making a silent

exil, never to return. That was
the 78 rpm gramophone disc
together with the spring-drive

mechanical gramophone. It

was almost the end of an
epoch. Thomas Alva Edison's
wonderful contraption, by the

opening years of the twentieth

century, had wrought a musical
revolution first by democra-
tising it and-than preserving it
live. As with the railways and

hotography, the subcontinent
fwas among the pioneers of

recorded music and the
gramophone - industry.
Although H. Bose of the

Kuntalin hair. oil-fame — and
father to Nitin Bose and Malati
Ghosal — had. years before
done true :
work by doing cylindrical

recording specially of
Rabindranath Tagore, the
singer — this wasn't a

technology to blossomn into
industry. The His Master's
Voice — HMV — people set up
their ' 78 rmp disc and
gramophone industry at Dum
Dum soon after they had
commissioned their parent
plant at Middlesex, England.
HMV not only immortaltsed by
their name and their legendary
trade mark Edison's dog

. listening to his master's voice

groundbreaking

by Waheedul Haque

plaved over a brass-horned
graimnophone. thev went aliead
to immwortalise the best. of
subcontinental music —

- classical and folk and mpdern.

vocal and instrumental and
percussion — for sixty years,
starting in 1901.

This epoch of the
gramophone and the 78 rpm
disc — from the standard 10-
inch to the outsize 22-inch —
was fast going out at the end of
the fifties. The void was to be
filled first by long-play discs
and, in the more opulent
homes, 'by ponderous,
radiograms. And before the
sixties were out every home.
boasting either of culture or

‘wealth or of both had a spool

tape-recorder of either Philips
or Grundig reminiscent of the
status_ symbol of the pre-40
radio receiver days — Philips of
Holland., Blaupunkt and
Telefunken of Germanyv. The
long-play discs could not quite
wholly replace the 78 rpm
ones mainly because its player
could not become a household
item owing to its forbidding
price. Cheaper brands were so
low in quality as, to put the
sophisticated 337 rpm LPs
completely to waste. If the LPs
could only persist as the main
source of pre-recorded for a
longer span of time, there is
no doubt quality players could
come in cheap. But soon after

~ the spool tapes had a field day.

the cassette came with a bang
and simply wrote off all earlier
attempts to play and listen 1o
music according to one's
choice and without any music
makers performing at home or
in some for-off studio. Cassette
recorders became the
cheapest and almost universal
so source of canned' music,
making available aiﬂ the wealth
of the 78 and 33 discs and
spool-tape rmﬂrdﬁ:gs.
Although CD 1is already
here, we are still deeply
immersed in the cassetle
world. TV's audio-visual
incursion into homes — both
live and piped as well as VCP-
helped canned Ilistening-
viewings, has rather than
cutting into the casselte
sweep, augmented phenome-
nally the tally of exposure to
music and the access of music
lo inconceivable places. It is
almost impossible for any town

usic ‘Everywher

‘musician

- genre

resident in Bangladesh to
spend one’ single day in a
whole year or even a decade
without being invaded or
reached by music.

And there is hardly any
aniong the tens of millions of
people exposed to music who
has in a whole year or a decade
or even in his whole time has
experienced a real musician
perform In his presence:

Music is everywhere but the
is nowhere to be
found. Moreover, hardly any ol
the exposed ones can either
play or sing upto whatever

" standard. The universal sprea

of music, thanks Lo
technological progress. has
miserably failed to generate a
population or generation of
heightened musical sensibility.
And has rather spawned a
whole nation of musical
illiterates. ' g

Forget about Tagore and
the other [four great

composers, have’ we in the last
- so many decades had anyone

composing music upto the ’
Kamal Dasgupta mark? What
about great performers —
vocalists and instrumentalists?
Have we had one in all these
Pakistan and Bangladesh years
who would be remembered
and avidly heard in say 50

years' time? But are we not

filled with the performance of
singers and instrumentalists

‘may be dead fifty years back?

And how about our lyrics? It
seems they are written
expectmg them not to survive
even a decade. And they
obligingly do not tarry longer
than that. Irrespective of
gquality, it is in the nature of
commercialjsm that old
products must make room for
new merchandise, A particular
is, however, proving
quite tenacious. Some of the
[PTA songs and many created
in their wake in Bartgladesh by
Altaf Mahmud, Sheikh Lutfar
Rahman and Sadhan Sarkar
have a gritty staying power,
partly because of political
need.

Music is a two-way art. As
Tagore has said: Ek jon gabey
khulin gawla arek jon gabey
monei, Music listening, to be
listening at all, has to be
participatory. This participa-
tiori aspect has all but vanished
from Bangladesh.

-
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"As we look back [;- the

long stretch of

_post-liberation years, we are amazed by
the speed with which painting has
progressed...”, says one of our foremost

art-critics.

It is, however, not only the simple tale of
progress that the writer has brought to

the fore: but,

voids and undersides

remaining in the history of painting in
Bangladesh have also been exhibited
through a critical unfolding of certain
crucial events and experiences. ~

although not everyone was
connected with the college.

These artists. based mainly
in Dhaka. soon spread out to
the art-centres of Europe for
lormal education and came
back, egquipped with all the re-
rent theories. ideas and tech-
niques. The painters and
sculptors in the sixties amply
exhibit a remarkable aware-
ness and understanding of
dominant western thoughts in
cart. It is true that some inane
imitations also took place as
those happened practically ev-
erywhete, but overall, the ac-
cent was on breaking new
grounds and attempting to
synthesize western concepts
with our own district back-
grounds and conventions. The
technical excellence of some
of these painters and sculptors
was remarkable. The sixties
thus had fully launched, what
was londly being described by
U OV RETS VIRt
Chittagong. Rajshahi and
Khulna had grown Lheir own
centres of activity. Exhibitions
became regular parts ol the
yearly art calendar, and sales of
art-work picked up. :
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By the end of the sixties.
three broad trends can be seen
in the painting and the graphic
art of Bangladesh: abstracl ex-
pressionism or simply abstrac-
ttonism that somehow became
SVION us with modernism;
figurative or hall-figurative rep-
resentations of realistic scenes
(realism also extended to
nature-studies and still life):
and stylized folkism which also

included the.repetitive motifs
that one usually associates with

folk-art but were selectively
applied by the artists to high-
light a certain mood — like a
strong nostalgia for the past,
and for a life-style that some-
how got lost or, at any rate,
could not possibly be lived any
more. Here, too, medernism
was seen as an antithesis to
the pastoral vision that folk-art
represented; therefore, the
new folkism in painting
pointed at the anti-pastoral
that clouded people's perspec-
lives. The anti-pastoral, how-
ever, would not develop as a
statement before the late
eighties, when post-modern-
istic preoccupations brought
elements of the anti-pastoral
into the composition where a
dystopic vision became ine-
vitable. : ;

Apart from the three main
trends, the sixties also created
its own versions of symbolism.
which influenced practically all
branches of fine art. The six-
ties marked a time when, both

in the west and in the easi, the
leading tendency (in art, liter-

ature, philosophy) was to dis-
cover and explore interior
spaces. This search was not
purely psychological, or phe-

- nomenological; it was partly a

reaction against the uncer-
tainty and the disillusionment
that gripped younger genera-
tions across cosmopolitan cen-
tres, and partly an inability to
sustain a meaningful dialogue
with the external world. The
result was therefore a loss of
centrality, and certainty; sym-
bolisn became an attractive
means of focusing one's views
and coming to terms with a
world and reality that forever
dissolve their shapes. By the
end-sixties, symbolism often
began to take surreal dimen-
sions which reminded one of
the dual operation of a desire
for a locus, a centre: as well as
the fear bf being dispossessed
that characterized individual
pursuits at the time. "
When the War of Liberation
began, the political (and sub-
sequently the military) scene
was charged with high expec-
tations and immense possibili-
ties. The question of self-iden-
tity had been settled once and
for all; it was just a matter of
time before the resolute
struggle would bear the ex-
pected result, and a free na-
tion would be born. The need
for symbolism was there; sym-
bolism here was seen as a con-
cretization of desire and
dream. Surreallsm was defi-
nitely incompatible with the
robust optimism and firm
resalution displayed by the
country as a whole. The War
revived the genres of realism
and folkism — wars anywhere
paint stark images of death,
destruction, achievement, and
glory. realism becomes the

~a nation’s life —

mor: that wars make inevi-
Ltable Folkism everywhere has
the function &f reviving and
magnifying Lthe land and the
people — iheir interrela-
tionship. their Logetherness,
Foikisim subsisis on Lhe staples
of holistic mmagination, sim-
plistic projections of emotions
and feelings and nostalgia that
creales a depth of space be.
hind the recurring motifs. The
War encouraged folkism's main
preoccupations. The posi-war
painting in Bangladesh. there-
fore. reflects an Increasing
concern with realism. but sur-
prisingly. the overt presenta-
tion of war-scenes, which
dominated. for example, Ko-
rean Painting after the Korean
War ol the 1950's. were miss-
ing in Bangladesh. There have
beenn many explanations for
this missing agenda. What
seemns to be a plausible expla
nation is*that the rather brief
war. although it did touch tire

national psyche — could not
creale any dark and quceslioii-
ing Iraine of mimd s 1t did in

other hiboeratinn wars: perhaps.
the yvictory it came within
Lthe VEAF Was 100 OVer-
POWET i all experence looal
Tuw v tive nages 1o con-
tiaue dwr o0 while Tt was possi-
ble it vur artists found the
rigid dimensions that realism
imposes oo harsh for iimagina-
tive interpretations of that re-
ality. Equally surprising was
the absence of prolonged sym-
bolism in our painting. Tff:?c
were, ol course, the usual run
of symbols — tLhe sun. the
uplifted hand or fist, the rifle
and the like — but these were
soon exhausted of their poten-
“tials. Only in sculpture, symb-
oltsm of this sort continued —

St e

- and continues even today. But

sculpture is limited, ironically,
by the some three dimension-
ality that makes it dynamic in
the first place it cannot create
visions of infinite regress as a
canvas can do: therefore sym-
bolism to sculpture is what
colour is. perhaps, to painting
— some kind of priority prin-
ciple.

.What the War did to the
painting scene in Bangladesh
was basically to boost confi-
dence among painters, and to
give them a sense of direction.
The earlier uncertainty was
gone — a mew awareness about
one's place in the world re-
placed the lingering doubts
about the self. Cultural identity
— that most vital component of
wds the
ground of a new optimism.
This was reflected in themes
of regeneration, of reorganiza-
tion and future projections.
Colour became resplendent.
The sixties was a time of
muted colours (except where
folkism imposed its eternal
bright hues). The seventies
opened up to the possibilities
of colour. Red was an obvious
choice: but yellow. deep blue,
purple and green predomi-
naled in the works of the time,
What was more important,
however, was how artists
mixed their colours. Bold ex-

perimentations began to de-

termine the seventies' eventful
journey into the future.
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~ The seventies, however.
could not forge ahead full
steam — by the mid decade,

the optimism that the War of

Liberation brought had settled
into indifference, brought on
by disturbing changes in the
political and social scenes

There was a widespread feel-

ing of resignation ‘— as if the
country's quicksand politics of
sell-defeatisin had affected all
cultural pursuits. One nhotices
repetitions in themes. tech-
niques — even styles - in the
works of most major painters.
The younger artists got mired
in inane reproductions of real-
istic images, or imitations of
front-ranking artists. The re
ally talented ones began exper-
imenting — often without a
sense of direction. Painting
suddenly began to show strains
of a huge hangover - but all
signs indicated that this was
only a passing phase; that the
stagnation part was only a pre-
lude to a really active one

One indication that the art
scene was poised for a re-
newed spurt of activity was the
achievement in graphic art
Shafiuddin Ahmed had already
heen the pioneer in the field -
now his students began 1o
shiow their promise Graphic
art — the various forms ol

-
r

etching. engraving and applied
techniques — needed patience.

The seventies development
had shocked us into a time of
passivity, no doubt, but slowty
and gradoally, we were also
steeling our nerves and
preparing for a different to-
morrow. Graphic art repre-
senited that kind of applied in-
volvement with an often slow
process that delivers ils goods
at the very end. Painting.
especially water colour — in
contrast with graphic art —
uses up emotions and visions
as soon as they materialize.
The seventies did not produce
great water colours. The eight-
ies began to take this medium
with A&ll’ seriousness. The
nineties are more congenial
times. Painting. like peolitics,
has its moments of passion and
moments of pain. of extrovert
involvement with external
reality as well as interior jour-
neys inio the still centre of
‘creativity. The seventies brou-
ght these facts once more into
the lght.

The eighties added two new
trends to the existing ones —
painting became inirospective
and sell-exploratory, at the
same time it was trying 1o dis-
cover the world: not just what
ltes outside the artist s experi-
ence., but what his outside of
time and space as well. The
latter trend was not mystical
in any sense — it was rather
concerned with reading his-
tory (which brings facts from
another time to our time) and
imaginary spaces (fiction, for
example, or myth — creates
spaces thai lie beyond our own
immediate spaces). An intense
involvement with history and
myth began. and a shift to-
wards the narrative became
noticeable. Artists began sear-
ching for symbols, paradigms.,
archietypes, imagery in national
niyths folk-stories, in the
politcal and cultural history of
the country; and at the same
time started experimenting
with the narraiive forms. By
the end-eighties, a number of
characteristics had begun to
emerge that reflected the new
modes of thought and work.
The canvas began to incor-
porate — a preoccupation with
themes drawn from myth,
history and folklore;

— a- stylization that re-
worked folk-motifs, principles
of absiraction and representa-
tion into an idiom that faith-
fully captured the shifting per-
spectives of the time. |

- — a shift towards narratol-
ogy that brought personal vi-
sions to bear on leading tales
of our time) 5

— a highly personalized
individualistic (signatured) in-
terpretation of time and space;

— a predilection for self-
criticism;

— an understanding of
colour that transcended the
traditional 'grammar.’
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The nineties, we may add,
had continued to reflect these
leading characteristics. But the
end-eighties/early-nineties
generation that is active tpday
has brought a new vision to
play in visualizing, conceptual-
izing and executing a dominant
idea, The different develop-
ments of the eighties — politi-
cal, social, academic (the Asian
Biennales became a regular
feature, opening up the world
to our artists and impacting on
their imagination in a way one
does not anticipate from exhi-
bitions like this}] — provided
the necessary impetus to odr
artists to go for a personalized
idiom. The traditions of mod-
ernistn had exhausted them-
selves — what more can one
expect after empty ocanvases
and the minimalist projections
of images of emptiness and
exhaustion; folkism had be-
COINE arn escape route, more or
less: figurative and representa-
tional art had tended to be
formal, lifeless. Only through
interpreting, moulding, shap-
ing, distorting, blowing up the

elements of all these styles in a
manner that- becomes neces-

sary for realizing personal
goals and needs can the art
scene come alive again. The
new generation of painters —
who are still very much active
— bhas to a significant extent
fulfilled that need. They have
gone for a blending of reality
and fantasy, illusion and real-
ity; they have scant reverence
for grammar; surrealism has
been re invented, colour has
become a personal choice and
the leading vision is often a re-
iteration of negative feelings —
like those of dystopia, or of a
personal fantasy. In other
words, the post-modern pur-
suiit has started.

b

As we look back to the long
stretch ot post liberation
vears, we are amazed by the
.!-lllll“l"‘d with which painting has

progressed — and by progress
| am not siressing the usual
qualitative considerations. but
also the dimensions. the de
pths and the intensity that
creale condittons of an on go
ing dialecti We are mmade
hopeful of the future, 1o say the
beamt



