fiction

Our Lady's Cathedral

by Subrata Augustine Gomes

E ARE KNEELING DOWN SIDE

by side in Our Lady's Cathedral.

Whispering as if praying. She is
in a blue-rimmed white gown. But she is
no nun. | am in my usual casual black.
As though every mass was a funeral.
Who will care to notice anyhow? To
ponder? To apprehend? Are they not,
including the priest, the ever-erect
corpses in the Guatemalan catacomb?
The hum of hymns, the seems. is sneak-
ing in through the vents, from some
other world, [rom ... outside. We two are
the only living. Talking. Yet, without at
all disturbing the ether that prevails.
Rendezvous in a graveyard! Amidst dae-
monic sighs whizzing by the living. But
the dimensions must never collide.
That is the rule. But are we really talk-
ing? Or are we only praying? If we had
offered sacrifices like Cain and Abel...
colonnades of ashen and azure fumes
aspiring heavenward. falling and coil-
ing and uncoiling and recoiling... and

only two radiant white poles would
have succeeded piercing the kirk-top,
through God's-eve-like pores, up up up...

Her father is a boozer. A wife-beater.
He only lets her out on Sundays. Sun-
days she comes to church in her nun-
nish raiment. I do not know, she has
never told me. if that, too, was her fa-
ther's wish. [ did not ask. Never do. We
never ever ask. We only say, or respond,
as if in a confession. But never have we
muttered 'mea culpa' so loud as to appal
one another. We never know why Fa-
ther has taught us to confess. Are we
then needed to commit a crime only to
be able to confess? But her father never
has uttered ‘'mea culpa’. How would he?
Where could he? He never comes to
church. Where but in the church can you
mea culpa? | have to remind her of her
nanny nonetheless. She too forgets. She
too. In their big bee-hive-like house,
only one room is her nanny's. Its doors
never open. Meal-time, the maid deliv-

ers it through the window-hole. Since
how long she knows not. Everyone has
forgotten.

After mass, under the crucifix, we
feign a final prayer. Or perhaps we do
actually pray. Our lips lisp the prayers
we have been taught; our hearts, some
other. No-one could say we did not
pray. One day, at school, when she too
attended, Sister ordered us to rise and to
explain why we were talking. In fear of
God, in fear of telling a lie, we did not
open our mouths. She drove us out then.
The classroom was on an upper storey,
with an open verandah adjacent. Right
underneath we stood face to face, smil-
ing. We thanked God and we thanked
Sister. For how wonderful was the time
when we were being equally punished
for equal crime, equally happy with
equal happiness! And lo, we did not talk
when we had all the right to, having
been expelled, been punished ... we only
kept quiet. As though we had pleaded

ourselves guilty and were only penanc-
ing. But God knew and we knew, we were
not. And why, after all, did Sister drive
us out? For talking? For not talking?

Another day we were reeling across
the cemetery. No-one scolded. No-one
will scold you in the graveyard. Nor in-
side the church. The grass there was as
tall as ourselves. And 1 plucked a
handful of the cottonseque flowers,
made a bouquet, and gave it to her. But
she passed that onto a tomb. I had every
objection, but ... but you cannot take
back what is given the dead. It is a
mortal sin. Lucky, we know what what
beet a sin. We keep ourselves away from
that that.

About the writer: Subrata Augustine
Gomes is a poet, translator and editor of sev-
eral books and magazines. The above story
is a translation of his Bengali story
Matrimurti Cathedral which he read out at
the Spring Writing Festival held in Sydney,
Australia in September 1996. a

monologue

From My Grandmother to Me

by Rebecca Haque

ONCE TOLD MY FRIEND THAT

when | am alone, | put the videota-

pe of Memory into the VCR of my
brain., and while I pick and rearrange
and dust and cook lunch for my family
in my large, open, uncluttered apart-
ment. I also simultan-eously see myr-
iad movies running in my head.

Now, today. as | stand betore the
open double-burner stove in my galley
kitchen and sprinkle friend coriander
and cumin dust over the prawn tomato
curry. my consciousness rewinds its
technicolour tape and 1 see my grand-
mother toiling and weeping over her
mud-baked, wood guzzling, back-
breaking, lung-deliling ‘choola’ stove.

An inexplicable sadness suffuses my
spirit. I regret that I never knew her
well. Oh! | knew the comlfort of her bo-
som and the cradle of her ample lap
— but what of her, the woman? | knew
nothing. Nothing! | was too young. | was
too far away much of the time, | was too
engrossed in living my own full, wild,
untamed life to give a thought to her
claustrophobic existence.

Affluent, wife of an upper middle-
class bourgeois' lawyer living in a posh
Armanitola sprawling double-storey
pseudo-mansion, my grandmother was
nevertheless prone to intermittent pe-
riods ol hysteria and deep depression.
What passions raged in her, | wonder?

Shackled by the hypocritical 'purdah’,
deprived of the written word, did her
spirit perhaps yearn and yearn for
something more? Did her inchoate and
inarticulate desires need an audience, a
voice?

Oh! My poor, mad, misunderstood
grandmother. Today, let me be thy
voicel!

I never really mourned her passing. I
was too far away when she died. But |
did see her suflfering, her flesh gone
inky black and bloated with stomach
cancer and the roads all around inun-
dated with the waters of the great flood
in the year 1966. | was twelve and hav-
ing fun in that big old house, months
out ol school back in the West, and
death and the dying did not touch me. It
just did not register, nor did the long
broken faces of my parents and my
aunts and uncles have any greater im-
port than the '{halmoori-walla’ or the
delicious guava tree in my grandmoth-
er's backyard.

Later, much later, | did mourn her. A
young bride, I drove with my tall, proud
groom to the private cemetery where
she lay buried. My first visit, and as it
has turmed out, my last too. (I do not
like going to cemeteries and graveyards.
The dead are not dead with me. They
live in my memory). On the way to the
cemelery, some elemental feeling of

oneness with my grandmother took
hold of me and I felt a powerful surge of
chest-racking sobbing burst forth from
my larynx. | did not think, I only felt.
And as | stood by her grave and wept
into my open palms, I thought, "I know
you, my grandmother, 1 see you and
your dark smiling face and your thick
coiling hair and I grieve for you. I grieve
for the slow destruction of your soul,
but I thank you too, for your X-chromo-
some. | am your inheritor.”

And as | stood and my chest heaved
and my shoulders bowed low with grief,
my groom reached out and softly
touched me. As | gathered breath in his
enfolding arms, I thought, "thank God
for these strong tender arms and the
clear wide brow and the sparkling eyes.
He will never shackle me or browbeat
me or imprison my spirit. With him 1
shall be what I am, a free spirit.”

Such was my paternal grandmother.
And what of my maternal grand-
mother, you ask? Alas, | never knew
her. |1 wish, oh how | wish, I knew her.
For she gave birth to my mother, you
see. A fighter, a survivor.

Like me.

About the writer ;: Rebecca Haque is
ussociate professor of English at Dhaka
University.
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Ideals all they must swallow.

(Our s the land. our s the sky

s We nieed no more be discreen

The neo-Brahmin’s Song

by Sarbojit Sen

Here we are, the modern brahmins,

The best and brightest on this earth;
And to ourselves we tell these days.
We need no more fear reward's dearth.

We are the gods that men must follow.
Renounce the sage s course

And re-kneel to market o

| We are the chosen. by us chosen
Choosing to call it princely G
Four our s the vision glossy bright. 4

And their s of ancient sterile e,

Our s the victory complete

For Truth is dead. the Spint tled.
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Rickshaw — the King of the Road

by Fayza Huq
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A -7 -*,. / Rickshaw- 1" is a delight n Rickshaw 111" the
= e 1 ful composition in which artist has shown a rick-
= 1 o i shades of red and green plus  shawpuller making his way.

3 a [ew economical strokes
¢ coumplete the subject the pat

O STREET SCENE IN
Dhaka is quite com-

plete without the bri-

ght coloured rickshaw, whe-
ther it be in Purana Dhaka
or Motijheel or Gulshan.
Samiran Chowdhury glori-
fies this simple mode of
in his water-
colour and mixed-media ex-
hibition at the Divine Art
Gallery, Sonargaon. We see
the rickshaw in different
angles and different back-
grounds. Along with this
simple typical economical
means of transport, the
brings
themes of kites. cattle carts
and sunflowers. His paint-
ings are often cubistic with
the colours laid on, one after
another, with care and dex-

Samiran s
Rickshaw' shows a rick-
shawpuller making his way.
The painting is done with
assimilation of cubes. The
iree is a solt mass ol green.
The background and fore In
Iront are rectangles ol blue,
and pink. Soft
washes continue on to the
rickshaw. Faceless as is the
there is charm in
TR . the juxtapositioning of the
i ’ colours that goes into it. The
buoyancy of the raw flat
| colours used by rickshaw.
.I makers is held up with
clarity and simphcity

in other

"Running

Patches of subtle

the background.

brighten the piece.

tern of the wheels is contin-
ued onto the clothes hung
out to dry in the backdrop.
gold.

mauve and pink complete

"Rickshaw-11" the
artist has created an illu-
sionn of oil with his water-
colour. The background is
awash with various shades
while the two rickshaws are
done in white circles and
lines on the paper by remov-
ing the colours and leaving
the space blank. Bold rect-
angles and prisms ol colours

The figures are pulsating
with joi de vivre. The semi

abstract piece has lines and
circles to complete the im-
ages. The aging rickshaw-
puller's toil and the vi-
brancy of the rickshaw are
well captured. The abstract
blue and beige space to the
left are a continuation of the
main figures to the right.
This dramatic piece In
mixed media glorifies the
labourers of Bangladesh.

"Rickshaw-IV" again
holds up the life of the
rickhsawpuller with bold
reds and greens. Blues and
vellows interspace the fig-
ures which are semi-ab-
stract and geometrical. The
hood. tyres and spokes are
done in details. To the left
forefront are forms to bal-
ance the composition.

"Shikar"
bright eyes ol a cat waiting
to pounce on its prey, In-
stead ol a mouse or a bird
there is only a mask lor the
cat to pounce on. The rest of
the composition comprises
forms of blue, red and yel-
low so that the centre of the
painting is bright while the
surroundings bring in the
night in which the cat op-
erates. The washes are sub-
tle, while there is dynamism
in the lines. that

"Waiting” has a woman
with a water vessel sitting
patiently and waiting for
her companions to join her.
While the ligure is semi-ab-
stract, the rest of the compo
sition are abstract washes
together carelully so
the crescent moon is
brought at the back.

"Kite" has a mass of cir-

shows the

surround it.

the viewer

composition.

lovers

cles and rectangles done
with muted lyrical colours.
The background brings in
palches of mauve, soft blue
and romantic pink, The kite
itself is sitting gently. un-
touched by the winds that

"Sunflower" has the typi-
cal soft washes of a water-
colour to bring in the beauty
of the subject. The flowers
and the leaves are done in a
semi-abstract manner so
is con
fronted with the centre of
the flower rather than the
petals. The leaves and stalks
are simply hinted. Sunshine
is shown streaming in (o
play with the shadows in the

"Love in Moonlight Nigh-
t" brings in the faces ol two
the woman is
sketched in blue while the

man is done in brown. Deli-
cate multicoloured [lowers
cover the lovers. A bold or-
ange moon covers the back

ground. Patches ol blues and
browns cover the rest ol the
mixed media composition.

‘Bullock-cart' has bul-
locks. hay and men all done
with simple strokes ol wa
ter-colour. The lines are
confident and light. The im
age of the bullock-cart wheel
is continued to the left of the
composition. This {lamboy-
ant piece blends blues. reds
and vellows.

Samiran. who got his
MFA from the Institute of
Fine Arts in '87. has had five
solo exhibits and has taken
part in 21 group exhibitions.
He has three awards and his
collections are in USA, Eu-
rope. Canada. Australia, In-
dia and Saudi Arabia -

L i qﬁfu.'-;-u G
= R e MR e
(o R *f i b st

o TR
e g




