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essay

Making More and More Sense of TS. Eliot

by Fakrul Alam

' VERSINCE TS ELIOT FIRST
E succeeded in attracting the atten-

tion of the world with his
seminal poem, The Waste Land (1922},
scholars and critics have been trying to
make us see what the poet was up to in
his fascinating but fairly obscure
poems. Certainly, if there ever was a
poet who had captured the world's
attention by being difficult, it was Eliot.
After all, wasn't it Eliot himself who
seemed to have made a case for poetry
which could be effective without being
understood in his classic formulation:
"genuine poeilry can communicate
before it is understood"?

Since Eliot was canonised almost as
soon as The Waste Land was published,
explicating the early poems became a
critical practice since the nineteen
thirties. The verse, plays, and collec-
tions of criticism whith followed —
even a difficult philosophic poem such
as The Four Quartets (1935-42), a subtly
spiritual plays such as The Cocktail
Party (1950), and the reflective, and of-
ten self-reflexive essays to be found in a
critical work such as On Poetry and Po-
ets (1957) — only contributed to the fas-
cination of what was dilficult but to-
tally consuming work for generations
of poets as well as academics. Trying to
make more and more sense of what

Eliot was saying became an enterprise

for many, and scores of scholars, biog-
raphers, and would-be poets scoured

Eliot's oeuvre or pounced on pro-
nouncements that he made in informal
as well as formal contexts to articulate
his achievements.

Eliot died in 1965, and the taste for
the kind of complex, fragmented, and
allusive poetry that he launched
through The Waste Land, and the inter-
est in the type of verse meditations that
he presented as The Four Quartets did
not last. Nevertheless, the urge to expli-
cate his poems and to represent him to
each new generation of readers has con-
tinued to find form in a spate of transla-
tions, guides, and scholarly treatises.
Even in our part of the world, signifi-
cantly, we have had a more or less con-
tinuos record of commentary on Eliot
and his Q\&urks As Professor Serajul
Islam Chowdhury has observed in these
pages some time back, "in ... literature-
mined Bengal Eliot was received with
excitement in spite of Rabindranath”
who, on the whole, was wary of him as

of modernism, or perhaps, paradoxi-
cally, "because of him .... Eliot's influ-

ence has been wide- ranging. and some-
times, as on the question of tradition, of
an unexpected nature.” Indeed, even Ra-
bindranath translated one of his poems
("The Journey of the Magi"), Sudhin-
dranath Datta discussed him in his
journal Parichaya, Bishnu Dey wrote
enthusiastically about him and tran-
screated poems such as "The Hollow
Men" in Bangla, and Buddhadev Bosu
adopted his critical perspective to at-
tack a precursor poet like Michael
Modhusudhan Dutt. As Professor
Chowdhury has pointed out, in East
Bengal, Hasan Hafizur Rahman's first
collection, Bimukh Prantar ("The Bar-
ren Field"), unmistakably alludes to
The Waste Land and thereby reaffirms
Eloit's presence in our world. In the last

ten years, | myself have seen more than .

serviceable translations of poems such
as "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”
and, inevitably, The Waste Land, pub-
lished by my students who, quite
rightly, intended to represent Eliot in
the poetic idiom of their generation.
Professor Ahsanul Haque's recent
book, Eliot on Eliot: The Early Phase
(Dhaka: University of Dhaka Publica-
tions, 1996}, can thus be viewed not only
in the academic tradition of books
which have been attempting to elucidate
Eliot's complex poetry but also in the
light of our region's continuing interest
in the life and works of one of the great-
est poets of this century. What Haque
has set out to do is assemble all the ob-
servations Eliot has made on his own

works in the course of his life and then
utilise them to interpret the poems that
he published in the first, and arguably,
the most important phase of his liter-
ary career, till The Waste Land made
him, as Delmore Schwartz once put it,
an international hero". As Haque ex-
plains il his helpful Introduction, al-
though Eliot preferred to present him-
self as the apostle of impersonalily, he
often left clues, either deliberately or
unwittingly, for the interpretation of
his poems. Also, despite the fact that on
occasions he "shifted positions and
made unexpected revisions and recan-
tations, to the chagri:. sometimes, of
his own admirers,"” just as often he
seemed to glance at "issues” in his po-
etry which were "more vital than com-
monly suspected.”" In effect, Haque

T. S. Eliot

"there is a compulsive vein
" which results,
but also

wryly notes,
of self-analysis in Eliot,

not merely on "Eliot on Eliot",
on "Eliot on Eliot on Eliot!”
Of course, not all the comments Eliot
made .qn himself was helpful; "Old Pos-
sum,"—the name given to Eliot affec-
tionately by friends because of his:ten-
dency to play possum (dictionary defi-
nition: pretend to be immobile to ward
off attention) — could be disingenuous!
However, there can be little doubt that
Haque is here traversing an exegetical
path which can illuminate Eliot's verse
in all sorts of ways. Like many a
scholar and biographer before him who
have been pouring over early drafts of
his poems, facsimiles of forgotten edi-
tions, verse fragments that he never

worked into poems, and comments he

made in letter, interviews, and essays,
Haque has devoted himself to unravel-
ling the mysteries which have per-
plexed his readers with positive results.

"Reading Haque's Eliot on Eliot thus
revealed to me the extent to which Eliot
is an American poet, for Eliot had mis-
lead many of us by declaring once that
he was an Anglican in religion, a Royal-
ist in politics, and a Classicist in litera-
ture. It is something of a revelation, too,
to find out the city of The Waste Land
bears the impress of Saint Louis, Mis-
souri, where Eliot grew up. as well as

London. All of us have been more or less

impressed with the incantatory San-

skrit lines in the last canto of The Waste

Land, but it is without a doubt a help in
the understanding of the poem to have
Haque tell us that Eliot once talked
about the state of "enlightened mystifi-

cation" he was left in by the two years of

Sanskrit and by his study of Patanjali's
metaphysics in Harvard. All admirers
of "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”
must have always instinctively sus-
pected that this poem was largely a self-

portrait, but it is fascinating to find out

that the poem grew out of an unpub-
lished poem, "Suit Clownesque," where

Eliot "sketched himself quaintly "as the

firstborn child of the Absolute, turned
out neatly in flannel suit." Similarly,

all of us have loved this poem despite, or

because of, its unheroic, indecisive
hero's failure to love, but it is helpful to
have Haque analyze the poem in the
light of Eliot's own comments about
poetry which have a "network of ten-
tacular roots reaching down to the deep-
est terrors and desires." And even
though Haque does not discuss Eliot's
politics and religion, he has provided

enough evidence from Eliot's own works
to make us realise that he was as much a

romantic as a classicist by tempera-
ment and that his vaunted "imperson-

ality” was a mask to conceal a poet

driven by private demons. Haque's con-
clusign about the C)Stﬁ"t. to which Eljot
was a romantic as well as a classicist is
a sensible one! "The inéeption as well as
the final form of a poet conforming to

Eliot's first and most important voice of

poetry is romantic in character; the ac-
companying workmanship is classical
in character”.

However, while Professor Haque's
Eliot on Eliot will be of considerable
value to all students of Eliot who would
like to see him and his poetry in a
clearer perspective, it must be empha-
sized that the book is by no means
original in its approach. What Haque

does is extend the tradition of reading
Eliot's poems set by someone like
George Williamson in his 1953 book, A
Reader's Guide to TS Eliot: A Poem-By-
Poem Ana.lysis Haque also incorpo-
rates a lot of ‘the information made
available in Lyndall Gordon's Eliot's
Early Years (1977) and Eliot's New Life
(1988). It is, of course, good to have the
readings provided by Willlamson and
others updated, and Haque is to be rec-
ommended for the ce and metic-
ulousness with which he has tried to
make use of all of the information that
has come to light recently about Eliot
and his poetics, but I cannot help noting
that, on many occasions, Eliot on Eliot
tends to become a kind of digest of what
others have said; a sort of Critics on
Eliot. This is especially unfortunate
since Haque does give evidence from
time to time that he can be an incisive
reader of Eliot's poems and is quite upto
probing the crevices in Eliot's poetics-on
his own and coming up with critically
acute statements such as the following:
“The baffling fact that the poet does not
know what he is going to say until he
has said it, is further complicated by
the problem that he is not sure whether
what has been said is exactly what he
wanted to say.”

But what mars Eliot on Eliot is not
its lack of originality — it is obvious to
me that anyone trying to understand
Eliot will find the book useful and will
be thankful to Professor Haque for syn-
thesizing recent scholarship on Eliot —
but the production of the book. There
are far too many misprints and at
places Haque's point is lost because the
text has been garbled by the type-setter
(the passage on p 136 is one example). |
was also put off by way paragraphs are
laid out; the convention that is followed
may be suitable for business correspon-
dence and conference papers and even
some publications, but it is odd to see

paragraphs not indented and separated
on e between them in a
crilt:rcaf book: ’Tl:e?fnrpr; followed for the

' Select' Bibliography is also ‘idiosyn-

cratic. Moreover, the book could have
benefited from an editorial eye and its
condition is proof to me that profes-
sional editing is essential for any publi-
cation. In fact, if there is one conclusion
to be drawn from the state of a book it is
this: the University of Dhaka should
ensure that books bearing its imprint
have been copy-edited and printed
carefully so that it can come upto the
standard of books published by aca-
demic presses in the rest of the world.

art

Shahabu

by Raziul Ahsan
W of Shahabuddin in 1979, his
scale and images struck me. |
vaguely remember the 1973 exhibition.
Behind his images and expressions’ one
can feel the restlessness of a fighter,
vibrant and dynamic. The people of
Bangladesh won the war and returned
from the war fields, but his images did
not rest. The inertia of the fighting
spirit continued through the images.
His monumental figures were strong
and full of energy. I have the memory of
the work we had in the BUET Library,
and as far as | remember, the painting
was very big.

Shahabuddin has established him-
self as an artist, known to paint
voluptuous male figures in motion, as
we generally associate ballerinas in
dance movements to Edgar Degas. Vari-
ous methods of representing motion
were used by the [talian futurists during
1909-1910. The Futurist movement
though short lived glorified movement,
action and motion. Their :
declare, "We shall sing of the great
crowds in the excitement of labour, re-
laxation and rebellion : of the many
coloured polyphonic wave-break of
revolution modern cities; of the vibra-
tion by night of arsenals and factories
beneath their violent electric moons; of
bridges leaping like gymnasts and bar-
rel chested locomotives prancing on the
rail like gigantic steel horses.” Italy in
1909 was stagnant in cultural terms.
Professors, librarians and dealers in
antiques controlled the codes of cul-
tural outlook. The Futurists declared
that "all forms of imitation are to be de-
spised" that "all subjects previously
used must be discarded" and that "what
was the truth for painters yesterday is

HEN I SAW THE PAINTINGS

falsehood for the painters of today."

These references have been made here to
understand the background and social
situation which*made the representa-
tion of motion by the axtists as a means
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manifesto

to change the social situation. The sym-
bolic movement was against the cul-
tural immobility of Italy at that mo-
ment in history. Violent motion was
aimed to discard the old and the stale,
Zainul's monumental and popular
painting "struggle” depicts a man who
tries hard to push a heavily loaded bul-
lock cart stuck in mud. He depicts the
crisis moment before the productive
motion freed. A tremendous amount of
human and animal labour is spent for

very low level of useful output. The.

artist brings to our vision the absurdity
of wastage of human power. the crucial
moment before final outburst captures
the anxiety of the human situation. The
deadlock position of the social and
historical reality is monumentalised.

Shahabuddin has caught our eyes by
continuously repeating the icon of hu-
man figure in motion. We are familiar
with, and we can recognise, his images
immediately. Let us look deeply at the
kind of dynamics Shahabuddin repre-
sents, in his paintings to understand
his ideas. I will refer to the plates of the
paintings in the book published by
Shilpakala Academy, February 1997,
on the occasion of his retrospective, for
this discussion. The reproduction in the
monograph presents his works of the
last twenty-five years, after he gradu-
ated in from the Bangladesh College of
Arts and Crafts. [ will consider these
works in short to be representative of
his artistic pursuit in chronology.

His early works, till 1975, show de-
veloping of stages of his skill as a
painter in oil and water colour. His
subjects are mainly figure and land-
scape. Influence of Cezzane (Still life
Plate 5, Bathing Women Plate 11), Pi-
casso (Wounded Plate 4) is visible, and
should be considered natural as it
‘mostly happens to one who explores

both horizontally and vertically the in-.

tory of the world art. In 1974 we al-
ready see the limb of the figure in Win-

Shahabuddin Gandi cil 1995

dow (Plate 6) slowly starts to dissolve
like the figures in Bacon's paintings. In
1995 when the artist spoke at Shilpan-
gan where he was having his solo ex-
hibition he mentioned that back in
Paris where he was studying in the
middle seventies his friends used to re-
fer to him as a miniature Francis Ba-
con, the Irish painter, who was coming
to limelight during late 50s and early
60s (this I refer from my memory, in
addition | also remember him telling
that his painting has expressions of
tremendous dynamism that is uncom-
mon in paintings of Bangladesh).

The Irish painter Francis Bacon has
been superficially referred at times, by
some, while discussing Shahabuddin's
work. Some of Bacon's painting has the
image of distorted voluptuous males,
suspended in awkward configuration,
which apparently has similarity with
the figures painted by Shahabuddin.
The similarity can be traced in terms of
the surface treatment or colour appli-
cation of the muscular features of the
bodies that appear in Bacon's painting.
The artist cannot enjoy such associa-
tions if they are not valid. The layman's
view of similarity doesn't bring the two
artists close, or create grounds, to dis-

Francis Bacon Head of a Man-Study of a Drawing by
Van Gosh

cuss them at the same time, for under-
standing their individual artistic is-
sues. The apparently similar looking
bodies were employed for very different
PUrposes.

Here | will touch a litﬂr: on Bacon's
technique and images that [ hope indi-
rectly will help the reader to analyze
Shahabuddin with their personal
views. Becon deals with images of the
monstrous, the deformed, the diseased
and scenes of horror. His techniques
uses a hot line with the past by combin-
ing the grand formal statements of the
Old Masters painting with continual
awareness of the day to day imagery:
police photographs, portraits of politi-
cal leaders, discarded fragments of
newsprint, evocations of the male
voluptuousness, the element of irra-
tionality, are compounded together in
his works.

"I would like my pictures to look as if
a human being had passed between
them, like a snail, leaving a trail of the
human presence and memory traces of
the past events, as the snail leaves its
slime. I think the whole process of this
sort of elliptical form is dependent on
the execution of detail to show how
shapes are remade or put slightly out of

focus to bring in their memory traces” —
Francis Bacon, The New Decade.
Shahabuddin may have learned to
put his figure out of focus from Bacon.
Learning things or employing tech-
nique from Bacon is not the issue, the
issue is how the artist uses the thing he
has learned and how he synthesizes
them for his needs. Becon directly in-
scribes his nervous system on to the
canvas. His images are turned inside
out, bodies are peeled open, organs exte-
riorized, central nervous system
splayed aeross. His bodies are muti-
lated by all the signs of excremental cul-
ture as the essence of the society typified
by the predatory exploitation of the
vulnerable by the powerful. Within the
same frame of an individual painting or
separate frames of a triptych Bacon cap-
tures several moments of time simulta-
neously, ‘by using diverse unrelated
subjects compounded together to create
images, that move to and fro between
the dream and the real, the known and
the unknown, clear and the ambiguous.
The period till the beginning of the
eighties is his formation years. Paris

where he was studying naturally has its

presence in his paintings of that time.
During this period the figures in his
paintings appear rendered in brush-
work similar to those of Abstract Ex-
pressionist painters. He uses very
blurred images leaving out every detail
and the chromatics are more towards
the neutral. Various tones of grays
lightly fried with oranges, ochre's a bit
of blue and red and dashes of white is
distributed following academic princi-
ples. The figures are already in tension,
lacks accuracy in terms of realism, but
composition techniques are toward
pressuring visual balance. In "Escape’
(1978) we see his male figure without
clothes, all alone, obsessed, engrossed
in muscular drives; the heat and seri-
ousness are enhanced by the use of
chromatic symbolism of reds, brown

ochre's, and very restrained use of blue.
Structural use of various swirls of
tinged whites is used to suggest move-
ment. The social coordinate of the in-
dividual and the motivation of the di-
rectional motion is not clear. The back-
ground is devoid of any realistic sug-
gestion. Dabs of colour applied hére and
there are specifically employed for cor-
recting the frame. The figure in his for-
mat functions, within the geometry of
gravitational reality. The age old hori-
zon line and the sky are there with its
atmospheric drama. The subject operat-
ing within the idioms of conventional
space has become a rebel for unknown
reasons. A sense of compulsion to
moveout from his own usual locus pre-
vails. The figure starts a robust journey,
whose premises and vague parameters
are created by the artists personal fan-
tasies.

From the beginning of the eighties
Shahabuddin uses robust male nudes in
various actions as his central subject.
The charcoal drawings of static and fig-
ures, in motion made during the eight-
ies, are pure exercises in drawings. 1 will
call them exercises because they depict
figures in conventional suggestion of
landscape where there are trees, hori-
zon, and ground, where there are direc-
tional shadows cast in the ground. In
these drawings' limbs are drawn, re-
drawn, corrected, given washes as in
conventional drawing exercises. Fig-
ures stand in instructed poses and are
not in any violent motion as in his oils.

The sudden appearance of a bull or a

horse in these drawings neither tell a
story nor suggest symbolic functions.

They are presented as pure figure stud-

ies. Maybe they were done to show the
artist's capability to produce realistic
images alongside the fact that he doesn't
use them for his expression in general,

Accurate realistic drawing is not used in
his works as a general system.

(To be continued)



