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A Forgotten Anglo-lndian Poet

Henry Louis Vivian Derozio

Henry u: drawing by Dipa Haq .

EW outside the Indian
subcontinent are like-

F ly to know that Indo-

Anglian poetry goes back to
the early nineteenth century,

when the so-called Bengal
Renaissance, a product of
Western education, brought
India’s medieval age to a
close. Indians who received
the new education in English
had no taste for the writings
of their immediate forebears,
and their first creative
response to this change in
sensibility was to essay into
English verse. According to
one view, subscribed to by
Rabindranath Tagore, the
historical role of Indo-
Anglian poetry ended with
the rise of new literatures in
Indian languages that took on
board the new learning. This
is confuted by the continuing
vitality of Indo-Anglian
writing, evidence that
English has put down roots
in the subcontinent

Interestingly. contemporary
Indo-Anglian poets dismiss
their predecessors as
pasticheurs of British poets
who exploited the exotic

East, but a more sympathetic
view will acknowledge the
old Indo-Anglians’ closer
acquaintance with their
‘exotic’ material and recog-
nize their biographical inter-
est, which derives from the
fact that they were the most
adventurous participants in
the East-West interaction
whose product is the subcon-
tinent's ‘hybrid’ modern
culture. | find particularly
interesting five poets who,
incidentally, represent the
main literary trends of their
times : Derozic (Romantic),
Toru Dutt (Victorian)., Man-
mohan Ghose (Aesthete),
Suhrawardy (Modern), Fur-
tado (Contemporary).
The following discussion
focuses on Henry Derozic.
Henry Louis Vivian Derozio
(1809-31) 1is best remem-
bered as the guru of Young
Bengal In a historic stint at
the Hindu later renamed
Presidency--College, India’s
oldest institution of Western
higher education, he fired
these enfants terribles of the
Bengal Renaissance with
iconoclastic zeal. with so un-
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OU wanted toc know

and spelled it out

‘now are you? Wars

wars and wars and the

fatiguing time and an irre-

sistible dream to grow lilac

on a wasteland have ripped
my heart off. | am not well

It came to me by way of

realisation that, after reading

Stephen W Hawking's Black

Holes and Baby Universe and

20th October to
2nd November,
1995

Other Essays, we, the hu-
mankind are not afar from a
total catastrophe when the
demonic nuclear power
would perform the extinction
of the whole human species
on the planet Earth

Well., the inevitible gues-
tion now is which way we are

heading At present. it is not

possible on my part toc untie
the knot of the question and

that is not my intention ei
ther. | only know and believe
that | have to reach the
dream land — Utopta. On my
way to Utopia | intend to
collect all the ugly pains. all
the poverty of the planet
greenhouse problem. unéven
distribution. nuclear war
heads and dump them into
black holes And | also know
at the bottom of my heart
that the mother earth has w0
be saved from the God's in-
difference. Or otherwise the

Madame Sosostris |ike God
will seal the gateway to the
land of all perfection

[ should and must go to
Utopia Now in answer to the
question why | paint | would
only say without making big
polemical statements or go-
ing deep into theories of art
presented by Plato, Read or

settling an effect on Hindu
society that its patriarches
had him drummed out. He
was also a prolific journalist
and a campaigner for
Eurasian rights, and his po-
etic output was promising
and substantial : a selection,
Poems of Henry Louis Vivian
Derozio : A Forgotten Anglo-
Indian Poet, introduced by
F.B Bradley Birt (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1923), fills
over two hundred pages.

A baptismal register de-
scribed Michael Derozio, the
poet's paternal grandfather,
as ‘a native Protestant.’ and a
government directory as ‘A
Portuguese merchant and
Agent the Taxonomic
uncertainty reflects the am-
biguous status of Eurasians.
The poet's father. Francis
Derozio, rose to be Chief Ac-
countant in the Calcutta firm
of James Scott & Co. His
mother,. Sophia, nee John-
son, an Englishman, died
after giving birth in nine
married years to five chil-
dren, none of whom lived be-
yond twenty-two. The chil-
dren were brought up by an

Oscar Wilde that beauty re-
sides in me. That is why art
flows in my vein and that is
also the reason of my giving
birth to paintings etching
and mixed media..
Anthropologists say art
originates from the womb's of
necessity — dance from war-
preparations, poetry from

affectionate step-mother,
Anna Maria nee Rivers, also
English, and evidently quite
accomplished: following the
demise of husband and step
children she advertised offer-
ing instruction to young
ladies in eleven subjects
ranging from English, French
and math to needlework.

Henry was baptised on 12
August 1809 in Calcutta’s
St.John's Church by the Rev
James Ward, who at the same
font three hears hence bap-
tised Willlam Thackeray. At
six Derozio was put to school
at David Drummond’s
Academy at Dhurrumtollah
(now spelt Dharmatolah) and
became an instant favourite
with master and fellow-pupils
alike. Drummond, the shap-
ing spirit behind Derozio,
was a remarkable personality.
A hunch-backed poet, poly-
math and Humist free-
thinker, he wrote a few pop-
ular songs in Scouts before
leaving his native Fifeshire
for good. His school was the
most advanced in Calcutta, its
accent on the modern distin-
guishing it from more clas-
sics-oriented institutions.
When a Phrenological Society
was founded in Calcutta in
1825 Drummond quietly sat
through its sessions for two
years, then published a 210-
page objections to Phrenol-
ogy. Thomas Edwards, whose
Henry Derozio: The Eurasian
Poet, Teacher and Journalist
(Calcutta 1884) is the chief
source on Derozio and his
times, notes that
Drummond’s critique put
paid to the pros of the
pseudo-science in India.
Soon after, Drummond was
laid out by a nervous illness
from which, till his death in
1843, he never fully recov-
ered. His dying wish was that
the poems he had written in
India should be sent home
for publication, but the ship
carrying the MS sank without
trace. This t well have
been a grievous loss to Scots
literature, for readers of the
MS had invoked comparisons
with Burmns.

Derozio was taken out of
school at fourteen and put to
clerking for his father's em-
ployer. After two years he left
for the more congenial atmo-
sphere of a maternal uncle’'s
indigo plantation, close to
romantic Jungheera, a rocky
isle in the Ganges, then a
favourite haunt of fakirs. He
began placing poems in Cal-
cutta journals and was per-
suaded by an editor to returm
to Calcutta and collect his
work. Poéms, privately pub-
lished in 1827, which was
favourably noticed in London,
made him a local celebrity,
and was followed a year later
by the Fakeer of Jungheera,
metrical tale and other po-
ems, (Calcutta: Samuel

Continued on page 10

the abracadabra of which-
doctor, and painting from
hunting. In a more advance
stage of civilization we have
seen art's ties to religion.
But in the twentieth cen-
tury art is only a game of the
intellectuals. that is to say ar
is a mirror and if an ass looks
Continued on page 12
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The Kalighat school of
painting emerged around the
1830s and petered out in the
early decades of the 20th
century. The term 'Kalighat' is
derived from the locale of the
painters at Kalighat (on the
bank of Hoogly in Calcutta)
where the famous Kali temple
ik situated. The painters are
popularly known as patuas

I Rup, published in
1988, W G Archer's well-
known essay on Kalighat
painting (1962) was
reprinted as an introduction
to the Patuas of Kalighat
temple. Both the choice of
Kalighat Patuas as the theme
of the inaugural issue, as well
as the choice of Archer's
piece on Kalighat painting
seem most appropriate. For
W G Archer (sometimes in
collaboration with Mildred
Archer) has written exten-
sively and expertly on all the
different regional manifesta-
tions of Indian art before,
during and after the period of
the British Raj. Archer is the
acknowledged expert whose
depth of analysis and breadth
of knowledge on our art and
its tradition forces us to keep
referring to him as the au-
thority.

Although Rup's reprint is
predictable and to some ex-
tent inevitable, the inno-
cence of Rup's editor four
decades after the indepen-
dence of India, and the ab-
sence of innocence in
Archer's critique is disturb-
ing. Rup's uncritical defer-
ence to the authority of
Archer not only reinforces
the truth of what Marx has
said over a century ago: "They
cannot represent themselves;
they have to be represented,”
but also points to our contin-
ued tendency to accept these
representations by others as
truth. So even if the choice of
Archer's article on Kalighat
painting seems appropriate,
parficularly in the absence of
other authoritative critiques,
what does not seem appro-
priate anymore is the un-
questioning acceptance of
the truths of such a critique.

Edward Saild and Michel
Foucault, amongst others,
have awakened us to the real-
ization of the connection
between knowledge and
power, to the fact that litera-
ture and cultural discourse
are seldom politically and
historically innocent, and
that too often., unfortunately
(like the Editor of Rup), we
presume cultural critiques to
be ideologically neutral. When
one group analyses [or fic-
tionalizes) another group ei-
ther through an anthropolog-
ical project or a critique of
its cultural productions (as in
Archer's case). the knowl-
edge that is produced tends

Continued on page 10

N the first issue of an
Indian magazine of art,

Kal ighat Pa i.nt_ing
W. H. Archer and the "Englishness" of Kalighat Painting

(picture-makers) and their

artistic productions are patas
(literally, pictures). The patas
were done mostly on thin,
cheap paper in water colour
and were sold cheaply to the
RUMErous who came
to visit the Kali The
necessity of rapid mass

tion as well as the long
tradition of scroll painting in

rural Bengal gave the school its
lear outlines, bold sweeping
c

strokes with shaded contours
and simplification of forms.

(the sensational Mohonto-
Elokeshi affair) and Indian
flora n:l fauna. Only a
are now available in India,
scaftered in various museums
and some private collections. A
fairly large collection is in
England and some in muse-
ums in Europe.
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The Tale of Elokeshi and Mahanta, Kalighat Pata, C, 1875

A History « of Music in Sound

HERE is a box of

audio-cassettes tuck-

ed away in my file ca-
binet. [ treasure it and
wouldn't dream of parting
with it. But off and on | have
an impish urge and bring the
box out and place it on my
writing desk at my newspa-
per cubicle. Visitors come to
me in a steady flow. The box
distracts them. Some start
fondling it involuntarily and
waking up to the contents of
the box they start shooting
questions. Others, more

Waheedul Haque

punctiious, seek my leave to
examine the box and minutes
after become all exclamation.
| simply love the reactions.

The Bengalis are an old
race of people. They have also
been very numerous down
the ages. And at present they
should count no less than
200 million souls. Althoughb
this ponderous national pres-
ence for at least 20 centuries
could never excel as a state
power pouncing on other
people’'s habitat, it is con-
ceded that they were
bullders of fine textile grow:
ers of fine and fragrant rice,
fashioners of exquisite jew
ellery specially in gold and
silver, very reliable tenders,
and doctors of, yes, elephants
and weavers of, together with
the Chinese of the first silk
rajments

When Sanskrit literature
bloomed. the Bengali genius
was found no less adept in
creations and constructions
in the aesthetic and spiritual
realm. If Ashvaghosha, who
anticipated Kalidasa, came

Bengal proper but
l’rum the adjacent Saket or
Oudh, Goudapada, the
celebrated mentor of
Shankaracharya of Kerala —
the seventh century builder
of the mainstream subconti-
nental religion now loosely,

and perhaps wrongly, called
the Hindu or Sanatan

Dharma. was no doubt a Ben-
gali. This deltaic people were
perhaps one of the greatest
metallurgists among nations,
as surely as those great can-
nons of the subcontinent or
the stainless steel pillar near
@utb in Delhi were the work
of the Bengalli genius, both —
or as surely as they were
leaders both in literature and
music of the time Mahmud of
Ghazni was pillaging western
India and Willlam the
Norman was conquering Eng-
land, a fact celebrated by the
brillance of the 11th century

master Jaydev. As a token of
the B-englll people's pre-em-
inence in these areas a San-
skrit literary style was
dubbed the Gaudi Reeti and
till as late as Tansen in the
16th Century a most elevated
musical forom was called the

Vaani — the form in
which Tansen himself ex-
celled.

About a millennium later
Bengal was again to lead the
rest of India' and carve a
niche in the gallery of the
world's best in both music
and literature, mostly by
virtue of the great work of
Rabindranath Tagore. The
Mahabharata character Kacha
knew how to revive the dead
but, cursed by his rejected
lover Devyani, was able only
to teach it and not practice it
himself. The Bengali people
seem to be burdened with an
equally strange affliction.

They were no mean achievers
— in perhaps every respect
and over centuries — but they
never had any remembrance

of it. The stupendous heights
they scaled at different

points of history in the arts,
sciences and philosophies

Whunfulﬂnmﬂﬂlny
of Jaydev's exquisite songs of
the Geeta-Govinda — so much
adored by the Tamils or
Marathis or Manipuris of the
modern times? The aestheti-
cally unexcelled lyrics of the
Vaishnav mahajans do not any
more constitute a part of the
living memory of even the
literate ones which they did
till only fifty years back.
Alauddin Khan definitely rep-
resents a high
achievement in high and se-
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