IN Memoriam

Woman of Substance

by Almas Zakiuddin

ER aunt remembers
her with a wistful
sadness, tempered
hugely by pride.
"She was the
daughter we never had
- such a beautiful,
talented, intelligent
and lively young woman," says Sarwar
Khan, recalling the life and times of her
niece, a woman of extraordinary sub-
stance.

Shireen Akbar, who died at the age of
52 a year ago tomorrow, was the kind of
person whose loss is -. sharp, painful
and sometimes inexplicable to many -
even as her memory is a source of im-
mense personal, professional, individ-
ual and collective pride.

No one who has ever known her can
forget her; everyone who was touched by
her in any way is proud of her.

For Bangladesh, she was the woman
who made the seemingly ordinary, very
special. And it is testimony to her multi-
faceted talent, if testimony were needed,
that Shireen Akbar made people from
all races, backgrounds, religions, and
nations feel that although ordinary,
they too, could be special.

When she died last year, Shireen had
achieved remarkable professional suc-
cess: awarded the MBE in the Queen's
Honour List in June, 1996, she had been
acknowledged in her adopted home, the
United Kingdom, as the pioneer of an ex-
traordinary experiment in education -
both at the community and the individ-
ual levels.

A few months after she died of cancer,
the Victoria and Albert Museum opened
an exhibition dedicated to her memory.
Entitled Shamiana: The Mughal Tent, it
was an unique exhibition. Over forty
groups and eight hundred individuals in
nine countries across the globe had been
directly involved in the project and it
was the first time that their work, com-
pr‘l_s‘ﬁig_ ity richly decorated textile
panels, individually’ designed '4nd Hand-
made, went on display. |

Shamiana, however, was not just a
display of textiles or even of embroidery.
It was the last, but by no means the
least, example of Shireen's triumphs in
her life-long quest to educate and em-
power — as one writer has said, it was
“the fusion of many different strands of
her life.” It spoke of her spirit, her tal-
ent, her compassion and her legacy to
the world.

"You see, she did something quite un-
expected," recalls a close friend in
Dhaka. "Shireen breached the hitherto
inaccessible and subtle barriers of the
British museum world. These were
places into which South Asians, espe-
cially women, would never dream of go-
ing. She not only took the women and
children into the museum, she enabled
their voices -- and the voices of o
people everywhere -- to be heard inside
museums. That's what Shamiana sym-
bolises!'

How Shireen created Shamiana, and
enabled the voices of ordinary people to
breach the barriers of class and race in
the UK is the culmination of her story.
Her work began many years before that
event. Born Shireen Hasijb, the daughter
of the late Syed Abdul Hasib and Begum
Selina Hasib, in Calcutta, she was
brought up in Dhaka, where her family
moved after the birth of Pakistan. Here,
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she went to school and obtained a Mas-
ters degree in English at Dhaka Univer-
sity, winning a scholarship to study
education at Cambridge University, in
1968.

"She was always ready to face a chal-
lenge.” recalls her close friend in Dhaka.
whose emotional bonds are so deep and
painful still, that she requests
anonymity. "It was something that one
almost took for granted -she managed
always to cope. Whether it was the
racism she encountered at work, the tri-
als and tribulations of her marriage or
the trauma of battling cancer while liv-
ing on her own in London, she was a
fighter."

And yet, Shireen's way of meeting
challenges was never strident but rather
a quiet, positive, determined activism.
Coupled with this came an instinct -- a
cousin and close friend in London says
"for Shireen Apa it was like a way of life”
-- to give of herself, to strive always to do
more. ' o I :

In" 1979, she Started working as'lan-
guage tutor for South Asian “girls at
Bethnal Green Adult Institute in London
and it was here that she realised that
teaching English the conventional way
was never going to be enough. In order to
help the people she was working with,
she had to understand what was going on
in their lives.

"Shireen concluded that the racial
abuse faced by South Asian women in
the city, the limits on their indepen-
dence placed by their own communities,
the manner in which South Asian girls
were coerced into marriage, or failed to
be understood by their parents - all
Lthese issues had to be resolved. Educa-
tion was a key, but education meant em-
powerment and understanding,” ex-
plains her friend.

.As a result, Shireen's role expanded,
from interpreter to counselor, confi-
dante, adviser, and she even became a
regular chauffeur for South Asian fami-
lies, collecting their children from
school so that the parents would not
worry about their safety.

"It was at this time she realized how
isolated they were - the women, espe-
cially, from South Asia and
Bangladesh," recalls Shireen's friend.
"She began to take them places they had
never known existed."

Shireen's involvement with children
at this time led to the creation of "Our

Exhibition”, a collection of art work by
Bangladeshi children which went on
display at the Commonwealth Institute
in 1982. It was the first of several exhibi-
tions that she was to conceive and exe-
cute in the years ahead. Although varied
in theme, these exhibitions would not
only highlight South Asian art and her-
itage, but also provide a forum for South
Asians, for immigrant women, and
Bangladeshis in the UK, to educate their
children, empower and learn about
themselves.

"Crafts of Bangladesh", organised by
Shireen in 1986, travelled to Birming-
ham and Bradford and, together with
"Our Exhibition" eventually became a
permanent resource for schools and
adult education centres in the east Lon-
don - supported by funds which the inde-
fatigable Shireen managed to raise for
the purpose.

"She used to drive this huge van
around east London,” remarks her

cousin and close friend, recalling with a
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wry smile what must have been an in-
congruous sight: an incredibly feminine,
saree-clad (she used to wear sarees ev-

erywhere, without exception) and petite
South Asian woman, at the controls of
the large vehicle, undoutbedly display-
ing grit, drive and boundless energy.

It was these exceptional qualities
which kept her going. Shireen went on to
other, more comprehensive educational
projects, each more innovative than the
other and each seeking to redefine the
boundaries of community education and
empowerment in a meaningful manner.
Working with the Inner London Educa-
tion Authority, she introduced an inno-
vative approach to art, to education and
in the process managed to pursuade the
major institutions of the British art
world to open their doors to the South
Asian community.

in 1988, the Whitechapel Art Gallery
employed her to organise “Woven Air"
the first exhibition of its kind in the UK
on Bangladeshi textiles, which focused,

among other things, on the nakshi kan-
tha and Dhaka Jamdani or muslin. This
exhibition was successful not only be-
cause of its intrinsic artistic value, but
also because it was accompanied by an
innovative and acclaimed educational
programme developed by Shireen. Very
soon afterwards, the Museum of
Mankind commissioned her to create
“Traffic Art", a collection of rickshaw
paintings from Bangladesh, and this,
too, was extremely well-received and
useful.. The exhibition travelled in 1994
to Fukuoka Art Museum in Japan with
Shireen as the guest curator.

The next phase of Shireen's life and
career was sadly to be her last on earth.
After an extremely dynamic three years
during which she worked with a
Bangladeshi restaurateur helping him to
expand internationally — she managed
to negotiate and win one of Moscow's
prime locations for the restaurant
chain - Shireen landed the job of South
Asian Arts Education Officer. a newly

Shireen Akbar with her daughler (extreme left), her-m-cie and colleague, outside Buckingham Palace, after
necenving her MBE.

created post at Londons' prestigious Vic-
toria & Albert Museum, in 1991.

“This was when she embarked on the
most fulfilling and yet, as she told me
once, the most challenging years of her
life,” remarks her close friend in Dhaka.
It was during this time that her marriage
ended, her career blossomed, she found
out she had cancer.

"She learned to live on her own, dis-
covered the joy of great fulfillment in
her work but she also had to cope with
extremely daunting personal chal-
lenges."

Putting her personal problems to one
side, Shireen launched herself in her
new job at the V&A with dedication and
spirit, gradually developing the germ of
an idea which was, eventually, to be her
most outstanding achievement.

During her visit to women in the
South Asian community in London,
Shireen would tell them about the V&A
in general and the newly opened Nehru
Gallery, which housed a large collection

of South Asian art, in particular. The
women had no idea what the inside of a
museum looked like and even more in-
teresting, perhaps, the museum in ques-
tion — the V&A - had never thought of
opening its doors and actively seeking
the participation of members of the
South Asian British community. So
Shireen invited them in.

‘It wasn't easy" recalls her friend.
There were many obstacles to overcome.
The women, themselves, had to be guided

through virtually each step of the way,

from how to negotiate their way through
the London underground to the V&A, and
what to expect when they got there.

As Shireen remarked in an interview
published in the magazine Femina in
December, 1996, "You wouldn't believe
how isolated these women were. | even
had to warn them that their bags would
be checked, and explain why that was
necessary. If | hadn't, they would have
left at the door.”

In the event, the women did not leave
at the door. Indeed, they not only began
to walk around and look at the exhibits
in the Nehru Gallery, but gradually be-
gan to learn about their own heritage,
about South Asia, and most signifi-
cantly, about gender issues and their rel-
evance to their own lives.

In Shireen's own words, quoted in the
magazine interview, "I would stop before
a beautifully embroidered piece of silk
from Shah Jehan's time and ask them if
they could guess who'd worked on it.
They almost always said 'women' and
were really surprised that it was actually
men who had produced such delicate
work. We could then tell them that, with
payment. men would do what they dis-
dainfully passed off as 'women’'s work'.
They started comparing it to their own
situations...”

The women were encouraged to visit
the V&A, with their children if they so
desired, and become familiar with the
exhibits. They were aided by textile ex-
perts, artists and by Shireen's talks and
slide shows. By the end of 1991, the germ
of an idea had become a concrete pro-
posal: inspired by the exhibits in the
Nehru Gallery, the women began to work
on a project in which they could create
something on their own. The central fo-
cus of their interest was the Mughal Tent
- a symbol not only of a home or a
refuge, but also of dispossession, travel,
migration and art. These elements com-
bined to provide a strong and unique
thematic form to what had started as an
exploration in art and an attempt to
bring isolated South Asian women
closer to their own roots.

And that is how Shamiana: The
Mughal Tent was born. The women
formed themselves into groups and be-
gan to work on tent hangings and de-
signs. As word spread - and to Shireen's
surprise, the fairly small and local pro-

ject blossomed into something quite big
and overwhelming. It happened sponta-
neously -- women from different parts of
the UK, and abroad, began to ask if they,
too, could design and create tent hang-
ings. The project spread into Pakistan,
India, South Africa, the UAE, USA,
Burma, Ireland, Bangladesh and by
1997, there were more than eight hun-
dred women directly involved in the pro-
ject.

As the months and years passed,
groups in the UK began to exhibit their

work, meet and exchange notes. Interna-
tionally, too, there was a great deal of in-
teraction and mutually beneficial ex-
changes as women learned from and
about each other - as individuals, and as
people from different backgrounds.

A major aspect of Shireen's project
was that it brought together diverse
groups. Another significant aspect was
that it provided the women with a rea-
son to feel they could do something im-
portant, something creative. The sense
of achievement and self-esteem which
the women displayed thereafter was
noticeable. Also important was the im-
pact of the women's project on the sys-
tem itself — on the somewhat conserva-
tive world of the British art institution.

"It wasn't easy to breach the barriers,”
comments Shireen's friend. "There was
resentment, there had to be some kind of
reaction to the manner in which the
South Asian women had almost invaded
what until then was a terribly British
world. But there were many who realised
how the experience was enriching the art
world. Shireen had lots of admirers and
many close friends."

The time came when she needed them
all. Although her cancer had been treat-
able, and she had managed admirably to
withstand the impact of the early treat-
ment —travelling, and visiting Dhaka af-
terwards - it came back without warning
in early 1997.

"She planned to attend her daughter's
graduation,” remembers her cousin.
Samina, or Sam as she is fondly known,
was graduating in May and Shireen
wanted fairly desperately to be there
when it happened,

"She was not doing well, but she re-
fused to give in," recalls her close friend.
"She was back in hospital, but was plan-
ning to leave the next day. We were all
spending time with her -- her mother,
her daughter, friends, family."

That is when the end came. In the
early hours of the morning of Friday
March 8th, 1997, Shireen Akbar passed
away. She had made plans for lunch the
next day, had walked around the hospi-
tal ward in the early evening and had
wondered why her daughter had sud-
denly appeared by her bedside late at
night.

‘It is not easy to talk about her - es-
pecially in the past tense," says her
friend, softly. Members of her family,
and other close friends echo that senti-
ment. And yet, painful though it is for
many, Shireen Akbar's personality and
legacy are also cause for joy and have

been remembered in more ways than
one,

In June 1997, the V&A formally
opened the exhibition which Shireen
had conceived and planned. Shamiana:
The Mughal Tent, which was dedicated
to her, became an enduring legacy to the
memory of an extraordinary person.

Shireen Akbar's life was shorter than
it ought to have been, ending when she
had just begun to reach the peak of her
creative talents. It is, therefore, even
more remarkable that in that short span
of time she managed to do so much, and
to give of herself in such an unforget-
table way. Shireen Akbar's life inspires
us all to do more, to strive, to give of our-
selves. To never ask for anything in re-
turn. That is the mark of this remark-
able person, the ultimate tribute to this
woman of substance. .

profile

Tahar Ben Jelloun's Two Shores

by Sylvie Bullo

Hundreds of writers from Argentina, Africa, Switzerland,
America and other countries have made a name for themselves
in France, but not a single one of them has forgotten the deci-
sive moment when he discovered this country. They include the
Moroccan writer Tahar Ben Jelloun who left Morocco, full of
light, to come and study in a silent grey country, but, when he
was about to return home, he hesitated and settled in Paris.

ETWEEN Fez, "that town
where one suffocates
with those stones dark-
ened by lies and a taste
for gain”, and Tangiers,
"incomprehensible to its
inhabitants and dear to
artists, a city which is
nothing but degradation”, Tahar Ben
Jelloun returns to Morocco in his latest
book, "La Nuit de I'Erreur”, to bring the
legend and myth of the seductive, cruel
and destructive woman into play in it.
The writer has made his native land
into a kind of base on which he modu-
lates his work, seeking out memories
and places he has lived in, like a
yearning. Tahar Ben Jelloun himself
admits that "literature repairs the be-
trayal of memories". Ben Jelloun has
been captivated and captured by French
culture, He is acknowledged as an im-

portant writer, is feted in Paris and re-
mains the most French of Moroccans.
He lives on two shores of mingled mem-
ories. Morocco is his roots, his land, his
"native poem" as he calls it, and his ev-
eryday anguish. On the other shore,
there is Paris, a language, a place to
write in and somewhere to live. "] ob-
serve. | scrutinize. | am curious about
this everyday life made up of noise, of
brief polemics, short-lived scandals
and such similar words. [ read the poets.
I open French novels. [ leaf through
them and I read some of them. I do not
feel very close to this literature but I am
interested in it. | feel like getting to
know it and discovering it. | often take
part in discussions. I do not stay aloof."

He first came to Paris in July 1961, at
the age of seventeen, and he found the
town completely grey, from the sky to
the buildings, not understanding why

the country seemed to be deprived of
light. Then he was struck by the rigid-
ness of the expression worn by people he
came across in the streets, on his walks.
"On the train taking me from Saint-
Lazare to Marly-le-Roi, the town in
which | was following a course in cin-
ema appreciation, I can still remember
the reigning sllence and the closed faces
of the ers. Later, I noticed that,
under the influence of fine weather,
they were transformed. In the evening,
they sang and danced in the streets. I
can't help thinking that Paris is a city
which is cursed by its climate! Yet it is
one of the rare places in the world in
which there is such artistic feverish-
ness and where the architecture is so ex-
ceptional.”

Ten years later, Tahar Ben Jelloun
returned to France, this time to do a
doctorate in psychology. This time, he
had a completely different impression.
"l was extremely happy to be here. To
my great surprise, | discovered a whole
variety of nationalities in the micro-
cosm of students. I thought it was lim-
ited to the student residence, but, on
coming out, I noticed that it was almost
a widespread phenomenon and that in
France the mix of cultures well and
truly exists. | did not have the intention
of remaining in Paris once I had fin-

ished my studies, but, curiously, each
time [ was to return to Morocco, | felt
anguish and once there, | missed Paris.
So, little by little and without having
really decided upon it, I settled in
France."

Twenty-five years later, Tahar Ben
Jelloun is still here, having, in the
mean time, become one of the most
popular Maghrebian French-language
writers. He has won over the intellectu-
als and other people by his stories, his
poetry and his tales. He has a gift for
story-telling. A handful of sand, a little
wind, snatches of dreams and swal-

lowed-back tears can all be a pretext for
him to tell a beautiful story. Tahar Ben
Jelloun is a descendant of the
troubadours of the sands and the bards’
of the desert. He takes his readers on a
journey in time, space and imagination.
The boundary is sometimes unclear
between the dream-world and life. The
author of "La Nuit Sacree" (which was
awarded the Goncourt prize in 1987), en-
joys leading the reader astray and
playing on all aspects of reality. With
his erotic boldness, his feminism and
his mysticism, "La Nuit de I'Erreur” is
inhabited by poetry, Ben Jelloun's first
love, He has remained faithful to it.
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