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Bengali Romance : Alive and Kicking

by Aasha Mehreen Amin

W
Romance — a two-syllable word demanding only a two-fold trip of the tongue — unfailingly
thrills young lovers. True, romance is an experience which has survived an endless cycle of
repétitidn over time, yet it never seems to lose its appeal. It still wafts up its alluring scent,
and jazzes up its rhythm and resources in the life of a young lover. What is the nature of
Bengali romance? What signs and symptoms, turns and twists, tones and tunes and texts do

‘characterise Bengali romance in this
in on the urban romancescape in Bangladesh.

S the intoxicating smell
ol mango blossoms fill
the ar and the happy

A

Kokil welcomes Baishakh with
its song. the Bengali New Year
brings with it a renewed
promise ol love. Whalever
one s horoscope predicts,
romance is i the horizon.

almost as tangible as the fresh-

pale-green lcaves ol the
beginning of the spring.
For Bangalees. to whom

pursuing romantic interludes
is the next best thing to adda
|gossipl. love or prem has
been very much part of their
Bangaleeness. This is whal can
be found in their poetlry. in
their literature. in Lheir songs,
and m their drama. Over lime
however. the way the Bangalee
has expressed his or her love
has undergone a considerable
number ol nmuitations being in-
fMuenced by whatever trend is
romantically fashionable.

In the ‘golden days'. days
our elders are so fond of
recalling, love had very simp-
listic. subtle and even mystical
connotations attached to it. A
love-poem written on a starry

night comparing the beloved s
fawe with the luminous Moorn. A
shy sinile lrom ones
heartthroby or a cov batting ol
the evelids. would be as bold as
a lover could gel in expressing
a {eeling so sacred and pure

Sotnet fines love consisted ol

desiring someone distant or
remole like a star with no
attemp!t ot revealing such

passion (o the loved one: love

thus remaining forever
e e
Tiwlav = lover s lar nore

articulate and direct. For those
very young, love is more than a
natural phase of growing up. It
is the sole preoccupation that
keeps the young person away
from the drudgery of school
books. and that gives immunity
against the disapproving glares
of teachers and the chagrin of
the over-protective parents.
For the young Bengalees, pur-
suing ‘matters of the heart is a
way of filling the void created
by lack of any other channels
of entertainment. With dull
oppressive schools to look
forward to and very lew
recreational activities to liven

Pahela Baishakh

(A RENEWAL)
by Waliur Rahman

You came early in the day

With a movement happy and gay,
| noted the familiar ring

On the finger I put it in.

The ring looks worn and gray

It helped vou keep them at bay

In the journey long and full

With mighty khajars darted in wool.

A mock queen, a ltmg-fﬂrgntten ghost
Egomaniac elaborate jumble is lost
Gliding the staircase murderously fast
Holding in vain the bough as a mast.

April's cruelty pains us all :
With Rococo fancy’s shimmering wall.
The incarnate of the king dead,
Cohabit with concubines he made.

Fourteenth April, a menth and day
Purim'’s spring happy and gay

Soft and supple caring and prim

The door ajar you came in my dream.

7

for a day)

Stiddenly, Dhaka is trans-
fornied into a city of pajamas
and punjabis. Gone are the
smartly dressed Bangali men
in western, clothes.

“Wow, man!” they congratu-
late each other under the
banyan tree, "you look cool!”
Then they dig into a plate of
. fermenting rice and fish. "Cool,

man, great to be a Bangali,” "’

they say.
It is precisely such be-
haviour that gives vent to a

khanti (authentic) Bangali's
anger. . '

"Akdiner Bangali!”
shouts apoplectically.
And then you have the
young woman struggling with a
saree and four jhuris . of safety
pins. "Help, help!” she shouts."
| think 1 put a pin through my
stomach!” _
"Hnnnh." snorts the mid-
dle-aged veleran saree-wearer,
“Why show ofl in a saree when
you don’'t wear one everyday?”
The torch-bearers. of
Bengali culture might frown a
little at the explosion of osten-
tatious Bangaliness on Pahela
Baishakh. But as for the rest of
us, the so-called akdiner
Bangalis, our behaviours might

he

seem a little sirange, but the-

LAY

up their lives. how else can
vouing people amuse them-
selves except by spending all
their energy on something as
exciting and efforiless as
lalling in love’?

All this has made a certain
object sacred to the young
person. This is the telephone
set — a technolggical invention
that has become the most cru
cial medium through which
lovers communicate. Many
times a romance has started
land ended) on the phone.
Some have even professed
their love on the telephone
without even seeing each other
lace Lo [ace. This of course has
led 1o quite a few disappoint
ments as when the attractive
voung lady has found out thai
thie Prinwe Charming she has
givenn her heart to is not 5-10
las claimed by him)., but ten
inches shorter and his
healthiness is actually another
wortd for fat and with a
paunch . Apart lrom such un-
pleasanl consequences. nosi
lovers lind talking on the tele
phulie the most pleasurable ol
activities, The phone seems so
private (the young romantic
often forgets that his I love
yous and 1 will die for yous
can be heard by a dozen other
people, thanks Lo cross con-
nections]. and at the same
time, makes the person on the
other end so mysterious, and
hence so attractive.

The voung lover's four-to-
eight-hour-long murmuring of
sweet nothings. however. is a
great bane for parents. With
complaints from f{riends and
relatives of finding the line
continuously busy. parents
often have to take drastic mea-
sures including imposing em-
bargoes on the machine, five-
minute limits, locking the
phone, or simply cutting off
the line thal goes to the exten-
sion near the ‘delinquent’

child's rooni
Funnily enough. such pun

ishments do not deter the en-
terprising young lover, but «in
fact prompts him or her to use
his (or her] ingenuity Lo thwart
parental control such as by
hiding an extra. unauthorised
phone-set in the drawer. get
ting a duplicate key made. or
even climbing up the walls Lo
re-connéct the phone-line ex-
tension.

There are other ways for
the Bengali lover to initiate a
romance. One very popular way
is known as 'tanki mara', the
closest translation of which
would be the Bengali version of
‘'serenading’. Usually members
of the opposite sex flirt with
each, other while pretending
(to their parents of course] to
siroll on the terrace. Initially
the young lady will adopt a
'hard-to-get attitude, looking
but not looking at the ogling
males on the next door roof.
Later, if she likes what she

. sees. phone numbers may be

exchanged through sign, lan-
guage, and the ritual of ro-
mancing begins all over again.
It is interesting to see the
-alacrity with which young men
will engage’in this 'tanki mara'

routine travelling miles, stand-

ing “for hours in the sun or
withstanding the vilest of in-
sults thrown at them from pro-
tective darwans, all for the
sake of catching one glimpse
of, perhaps even a smile from,
their lady-loves.

Those who have passed this
stage and also exhausted the
use of the phone may then
take a step further and become

by Gemirii Wahhaj

feelings are authentic. As
baisliakhi showers shake amro
mukuls off mango trees, and
Tugore songs fill the air, as the
Raimmna park fills up with
crowds of red and white sa-
rees, white punjabis, and so. so
many flowers. we can't help
but say out loud: "Glad 1o be a
Bangalil” .

In Time For Pahela
Baishakh '

A cousin who got married
recently said, "Now [ can cele-
brate Pahela Baishakh prop-
erly!” A .
Is Pahela Baishakh then
something akin to Valentine's
Dray”?

The 1st of Baishakh is more
than just a new year. it is a
celebration of Bangla culture.
And only one word can de-
scribe the very essence ol
Bangaliness: romance. There is
romance in the spring show-
ers. the shiuli flower garlands
in the young women's hair, our
songs, our poetry. the clink of
red and white glass bangles,
the young man dressed in a
white punjabi and a shawl over
his shoulder. the sweet air of
an early Bangali morning. and
even panta bhat.

Hmm. As Baishakh nears,
we're filled with self-love

" Paheia Baishakh: Random Thought§

(flowers in our hair, cool cot-
ton sarees, nupur on our an-

kles}, and with love for Bangla.

It's not surprising, with-"so

. much love floating around, that
there might be some expecta-

tion (specially among young
people) of a little romance.

As the wild spring winds
dance on the streets, who

knows. what might happen?

Missing you, Bangladesh

It's very difficult to de-
scribe the essence of being a
Bangali. until one goes abroad.
So take a Bangali ont of her
country, perhaps to the south
of France, or Venice. .

“Tell me, Bangali," you ask
her, "with so much magic all
around you, what ails you?"

“Il's spring,” she says. "In
Bangladesh now, windows are
breaking in hailstorms. and

-mangoes are falling off trees. |

want some kaacha aam (unripe
mango).” "

Then there are the ta-
marind chutney and fhal muri
outside your school-gates,
chicken in backyards, sighting
a full moon from your rooftop,
a silent boat ride on dirty wa-
ters, having tea made from tea
leaves. It's very strange, what a
Bangali misses when he's out
of Bangladesh.

part of the world? Answers here the author who zooms

preoccupied with an actlivity
known derisively as dating'.
although it may mean some-
thing a little different from the
Western use of the word. With
a tradition placing a taboo on
the term plus the restrictive
control exercised over young

women ‘dating has become a ’

game of hide-and-seek (with
the parents. that is). half the
thrill being in the secrecy in

volved, Popular dating spots
include Cresceni Lake. Dhan-

mondi Lake, Sangshad Bhavan.
Bolda Garden. New Airport and
Ramna Park. Unfortunately,
these are also the most visited
haunts of hijackers pestering
street urchins and bored po-
licemen who find it more in-
teresting to harass voung peo-
ple rather than nab muggers
and thieves. For some. the lack

of places 1o go. to and the
Vepi=toans rivedved i Lrying nol
Lo vel caught v pgarents make

thi= rather dangerous game ol
e just nol worth the lrou
bl and hence i is hack o the
all taithlul. telephone set.

Yel whatever

way voung

lovers wish 1o go about the |

business ol rotancing, one ol
the events most of them will
not lorget Lo attend is the Po
hela Baishakh mela. Apart from
reasserting their Bangaliness
by wearing colourful cotton
saris and pajama-punjabt and
singing Rabindra Sangeel
[inspite ol the £ v and BPL
Ove mwitation] young people
from all walks ot lile use this
ppportunity to admire and be
admired Sometlimes, the
Baishakhi mela becomes the
place ol more lasting unions.
This is in reference 1o the case
of & certain voung Bengdali
reelance photographer lrom
Austin who, taking pictures ol
various scenes ol the mela.
decided 10 take a photo of a
voung Bengali woman Irom
Switzerland hardly reahizing
that the nameless face
amongst a hundred others
would eventually become his
lover lor lile. As we welcome
the New Year with the song
‘esliu he Baishakh, esho. esho
we  nay also celebrate such
lovers who have Kept Bengali
rontance dalive and kicking

Pahela Baishakh Special
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Speaking Bengali the English Way
by Lamis Hossain
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It seems that some of the urban, middle-class

Bengalees have much difficulty completing a
sentence without having to use some English

N clire need ol
losr

Assistance

I this piece. | blurted

oul to anyone who cared

o listen. "Keyo ki bolte parbe

amra ki ki English word4 use
kori Bangla bolar shomoi’

Instead of a helpful reply |

gol funny looks in return |

think vou have answered your

own question | was told.

Fredictably enough. my sen

tence like most ol my sen-
terices 111 Bengall, was pep
pered with 'English words®

Was this affliction limited only
o confused bilesh  relturnees

or comnnmi o Bangladeshi so-
clety al large’?

A sinple survey reveals that
48 L as city - dwellers are con-
cerncel. we rarely complele a
scilence without using at least
soune English. This affliction
has infiltrated all levels of so-
ciety Iroan shap salesmen to
the elile

Some LELaglish words are
emploved so olien that most of
Ls don't even know the Bengali
equivalem. Even il we did. we
woukd not think of using the
correspanding version. There
are plenty ol examples in our
everyday surroundings. How
many ol us say. kedara. uroja-
haj, photok. or_ pakha instead
of chair. plane. pate. or fan?
Or dakghor. chalachitira. and
klanto instead ol post office,
ctnema and tired? Do we even
have Bengali equivalents for
words like ‘table”. "television”,

beauly parlour”, "glass”. “ice
creain . or powder™?

Turning to English does rnot
niean that we are all trying to
bhe cosmopolitan. Sometimes
the English version is simply
less awkward, Can vou imagine
going for madhanno bajhon
instead of lunch, or naisho ba-
jhon instead ol dinner? It's
just cominon sense. not shad-
haran buddhi.

People [rom dillerent pro-
fessions also have a pool of
English words that have be-
come indispensable lor the job.
Shop salesmen will go out ol
their way to assure vou thal
something 1% not only ‘lirsi
class  and original’. but also
fine . Moreover their products
are alwavs Iresh’. whether
they be food. clothes or books.

Drivers with a chakka jam’
can't ‘start’ the gari.
Electricians who can't get the
“light on and off” and replace
the “fuse’. are just as useless.
And how would the poor
lawver deal without words like,
"hereinaiter. thereafier and
hercunder™?

Our middle class families
commonly sprinkle English
during a4 nornial conversation.

Culture-friendly Development

Cocmuced from peage 10
pursued by the entire nation,
of course, in pluralistic and
decentralised ways. Only then
culture can become a lever for
galvanising the economic pro-
cess. However, there is always
a danger of looking at culture
in a myopic manner by both
so-called nationalist {a la
Hitler) and fundamentalist
forces. In the latter case. this
may indeed become a stum-
bling-block against progress
rather than being a means of
accelerating it. We need to be
cautious about this context as
well.

Though very delicate, each
society has to undergo the vig-
orous exercise of people's par-
ticipation with respeclt to
whiat its people doeting as their
objectives and Lhow thelr cul-
ture establishes the criteria of
organisalion (Buargue, 1993).
It does imply o sovereign ap-
proach Lo delining the objec-
tives the sociely has sel lor it-
sell. Copying others will not
do. We must define our own
priorities., our own objectives
dautonomously. We must come
to a solid grip with what sort
of progress our society desires
to achieve. Here | [eel we got
to be really honest to the driv-
ing lorces which created our
strong heritage. heroic strug-
gles. and to those agonising
mornents of coming together.

We in Bangladesh are quite
lucky for inheriting a nation

which has been shaped’
through a number of successiul
siruggles led by the dedicated
leadership. The struggles,
though most often led by the
more articulate middle class,
had deep roots in the partici-
pation of the toiling masses,

i_ and hence. it will be quite le-

gitimate il we always ask for
-people’'s wisdom in shaping
what kind of progress we are
looking-lor our society.

I we really want a
sovereign approach Lo the de-

velopment ol our sociely, [lirst
necd to vernacularise our di--
velopment thinking., And in
this kind ot thinking, we can-
not leave the enlire process Lo
a handful ol economists or
'financial wizards' besides our
more intelligent development
partners from international fi-
nancial institutions. The entire
people 1ieed Lo participate in
this process ol priority-setting
in the light of the aspirations
of the people who come to-
gether in times of national
crises, Hisitory thern can be-
come an important input lor
galvanising people’s heroism,
learning experiences and their
desire into huillding a self-re-
spected nalion,

In order (o pursue a
sovereign approach to devel-
opment. we need to-have a
sovereign intellectual base..
Herein tnay come our heroes
[rom all spheres — culture,
politics, development organi-
sations and the community at

" large. Lalon, Tagore., Nazrul,

Jainul. Qamrul, Fazlul Hug,
Bhashani, Mujib. Tajuddin, etc,
all become our national trea-
sures, and we can certainly
learn from their thoughts and
deeds while shaping the ver-
nacular sovereign approach of
development. If we can do
this, only then this approach
may become culturally and en-
vironmentally friendly. The
nation was indeed wvernacu-
larised through the agonising
experience ol 1971 and the
approach we are talking about
should therefore anchor on the
people's aspirations articulated
during those days of agony and
glory.

The Pahela Baishakh, the
lirst day of the Bangla year. can
be an ideal moment of reca-
pitulating . those agonising
moments of coming together
as a nation. This can also be a
day for thinking about the
sovereign approach towards
national development.

¥

worcls. at least. Is

this lexical chemistry

destroying our mother tongue? The author
here looks at how some of the foreign words
are reflexively (mis?)appropriated here and
there in the language used in a uniquely

Bangladeshi way.

At it gl used 1o hoy o
gicc fu - lihn g khub enjoy ko
rechl, or "Mind korben ua
kirilu.” The word use itself is
used too generously Some
people just dont have

proportion gaan

We are so confident of our
assimilation of the English lan-
guage that we have even de
vised new applications for
words. Does anyone outside
the subcontinent ever say "the
current s gone? (then again,
the need hardly arises] Only in
Bangladesh would j.rm‘lr driver
say. 'Khalamma, we should
avoid this road. There is a
gathering ahead. What a
botheration!

it seemms that spoken
Bangla is simply infested with
4 loreign language which is
slowly gnawing away at the
very reason behihd our inde-
pendence. Should we not de-
fend the mother tongue?
\Where do we put our foot
down?

If this were France. the cul-
tural guardians would be pac-
ing back and forth issuing di-
rectives by now. The French.
it seems, are highly concerned
about the adverse influence

coming from across the
English channel and the
Atantic. France is edgy about

......

.
.

| Celebrating

foreign songs on the radio, an
nnasion by Hollywood block-
busters and the mutilation of
the French language. The
vounger French generation use
words such as weekend.
cheeseburger, cool, and shop
ping without even thinking
about it, much to the worry of
the older folks. To make sure
that such uncivilised phrases
do not creep into official doc-
uments. there was an attempt
last year to put an end to it

- Omne would thus have-to fish for

the corresponding French
word or invent a French ver-
ShOT

But even the French have
discovered that contrelling
what people say is nearly im-
possible, Many French people
simply didn't see the point in
choosing a more cumbersome
phrase. if a catchy foreign one
is understood by all. Isn't the
word weekend simply less
m.iladroit than fin de semaine?

Then there is the guestien
ol practicality. French scien-
Lists were apparently worried
about the fact that inventing
new French terms might cause
confusion. and that it can slow
down the information ex-
change with other countries.

The same reasons would

.....
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Life

apply in our case. Lawyers in-
terviewed about the merit of
ciscontinuing English in our
couris pointed out the prob-
lems of finding/inventing the
Bengali version of legal terms.
There are words that do not
exist in Bengali. in some
cases, however, a new Berngali
invention for an E sh word
may take off. In India, the
word Deoordarshan. created to
correspond to television, has
fouind a wide acceptance.

English is also the chosen
language for business around
the world. English is the lan-
guage by which we can keep
abreast of international devel-

ts. We have thus have

little to gain from being para-
noid.

A language's ability to em-
brace new terms means that it
can remain dynamic. Only lan-
guages which are secure about
their worth can rejuvenate
themselves in this way. The
charm of English is that it has
adopted words from countless
cultures without compromis-
ing the identity of the English
language. Subcontinental
words have also foumd their
way into this vocabulary: har-
chamcha are some of the ex-

ports (why are they all nega-
tive?).

We have already embraced
countless Arabic and Persian
words which we would never
think of erasing from Bengali
today: mehman. daowat, mu-
rubbi. - khajana. and dalil are
but a few ones. So why turn
the clock back and weed out
everything foreign? A great
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language like Bengali should be

able to turn outside influences
to its own advantage. We know

Bengali can.

Procossion

(Are

¢} Never heard of it

dal Yes
b No. | love winter
) No, | love summer

Jud than yourself?
a) Yes

than me

street whenever you can?
a) Yes -

5. Do you likke 'bel’-fruit?
a) Yes

b I's an acquired taste
¢} Who's he?

a) Yes

I. Can you sing Rabindra Sangeet?

bl | think | know some of the songs.

2 Do you complan that it's too hot in the

sumier. and that it's oo cold in the winter?

3. Do you hale seeing anyone more SLCCesSs-

) Not hate. more like dislike
¢) There are few people more successful

4. Do you actually enjoy spitting on the

b) No. but it's sometimes necessary
¢} Yuk, | use a handkerchief if | really must

6. Do you have any read-sense what soever?

by Rashida Ahmad

change
cl Huh?

b Sometiines | wear it ‘ek pache’. just for a

12. What's the date today?

a) Pahela Baishak
bl Actually.

now you mention it, its the

Bengali New Year today
¢) April 14 1995

13, Do ogoni always use a ‘badna’ in the bath-

room?
a) Yes

, b) Sometimes | use toilet ﬁapcr, it depends
c) I don't understand the question

14. When you hear the word ‘Sonargaon’ do
you think of a hotel?

a) No

b Oh, you mean it's also our ancient

¢] The Sonargaon Pan Pacific. yes, why?

15. Do you respond to the call of nature

wherever you happen to be?

al Yes

bl Only in cases of dire need
c) | try not to respond to any calls of nature

past-time?
al Yes

h} Yes. but no-one else on the sireet seems
to

c) Not enough Lo drive here
* 7. Do you just drop rubbish on the ground
wherever you happen to be?

a) Yes

b) Mo, | first find a pile of rubbish

¢} No. | take it home and put it in the bin

5. Do you apoid the sun in case you turm
darker?

a)l Yes

1) Well. I'm not obsessive about it

c) No, | want to be darker

c) Is that Latin?

10. Have you read Golpo Guichho?

a) Yes

b} No, but 1 really should get round to it
c] What is it”

11. Men: Do you wear Hawail shirts with
checked lungis ™~
a) Yes

h) Na. | have quite good dress sense actually
cl | dont wean lungis

. Womwrtr Dot aliwways wear your sart with
ke hecs
al Yes

16. Do you find back-biting a pleasurable

b) Only # | don't like a particular person
c) | ptefer to eavesdrop on others back-bit-

ing

17. How many days holiday should be al
lowed per year? More than 3607

d) Yes

b} That's a bit excessive :
c}] Two and a half weeks plus sick-leave

18. Do you find it difficult to appreciate the
good things in life?

a) Yes

bl Only when I'm with others
¢) No. | always look on the bright side of

!

19. Does your self image involve seeing

yourself as somewhat of a tiger/tigress?

things
4. Do you know what an ‘alna’ is?
* al Yes
b) Yes. but we have wardrobes in our house
these days al Yes

b} Sometimes. but [ don't think others see

me in that light

¢} Please. you're embarrassing me

20. Do you believe that in order o eam re-
spect from others, gyou must be invariably rude
and dogmatic at all times?

al Yes

bl With certain people
¢ Of course not

ANSWERS

All a's — Congratulations, you are a true

Bengali

Mostly b's — Pseudo Bengali

All ¢’'s — Foreigner

.

|

You a True Bengalea?_'




