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The Esoteric Prince

of Cinema

Subhas Datt is the il miglior fabbro of the Bangladeshi movie milieu. He stormed into
our celluloid hlstory in the early 60s, with Sutarang, a story of love and innocence, and
over the successive three decades has refined our film taste buds for good cinema with
films like Basundhara and Dumurer Phool. Now leading a life of a recluse imbibed
with the ideals of Ramkrishna he does not feel the polluted environment of the filmdom
suitable for his kind of cinema. Interviewed by Ziaul Karim.

Q: What brings you to
cinema?

A: | earned my living as a
commercial artist designing
movie posters or banners,
works related to film industry
back in 50s. But never did the
idea occur to me to involve
myself to celluloid fantasy.
Satyajit's Pather Pachali made
an indelible impression on me
and [ told myself if this is the
language in which cinema
speaks to its audience then I
must pick up this vocabulary.
So, Pather Pachali was my
pather lighthouse. I started
reading film related books and
journals and frequenting
libraries. I came to know that
Mr. Ehtesham would start his
new production Edesh-Tomar-
Aamar. 1 approached him and
told him what I was nursing in
my mind: "Can I be with you
during the shooting of your
movie? | want to learn from you
the language of the media." Just
think of his modesty, in a very
apologetic manner he said he
was a la to teach the art of
film to anybody. Instead, he
offered me a comic role in his

some time. In the later part of
1962 I could manage to start my
own film for which my acting
career was a period of
incubation.

Q: When you began your own
film you had the freedom to shed
your comedian self. I mean, the
stereotype you had been
subjected to. But you did not.
Why?

A: | thought if I fail in my
new career as a director at
least I would survive as a

comedian. That was the

rationale behind not switching .

to other character roles.

Q: As a director how do you
treat a theme?

A: My working method is
sort of a punch of Ray and

Chaplin: a bit of comedy,

presenting the theme in the new
realist's detailed treatment and
the end should be tragic. This is
precisely the chemistry of
Suturang.

Q: Did you have to face
trouble in making Suturang?
" A: In Swami Vivekanada's
words: "In every work in your
life first you would be laughed

Sen in his film Calcutta '71. Tell
us about your experience with

great Sen.

A: I never liked his method of
work. He does not have a
written script to follow. What
he does is explain a situation to
the actors and tell them to get
involved into an imaginary
discussion according to the
theme he has explained to them.
He then writes his dialogues
that come out of the situation.
The whole thing is impromptu.
On the contrary, I try to follow

}rs method uf plannmg

everything before the actual
shot. And since | was a

commercial artist [ even draw
the situation on my script.

Q: As a directdy what you
consider most important to begin
with?

A: To me the most important
aspect of a cinematic venture is
the story and that is my starting
point. What I consider in a
story is whether it is different. I

‘hate to work with clichés. The

second most important thing af-
ter that is script. | always love

to work in detail. I always keep

project is business. When you
put your creative interest above
all else, I would call it a serious

Q: You have famous
works of literature by your con-
temporaries like Alauddin Al
Azad. How do you interpret a
literary work for cinema?

A: First | settle it with the
writer, tell him how I'm going
portray theme lest there arise
any misunderstanding with the
author. I interpret a
through the glass of my memo-
ries and experiences.

Q: What do you have to say
about the junks that are bring
churned out regularly from our

film industry?

A: My gut feeling is that you
have to accept your time. If you
cling to old ideals you can, but

«you will be left behind. Now

who are the cine- .
Teenagers certainly. What they
from a movie is sentimen-
tal light drama immersed in ac-
tion and violence. In one way
they are being exposed to the
West more than what their pre-
decessors had and again look at

mit role in
the industry is un-
dubious. In West
Bengal the authorities not only
give grants to a movie but also
make for its re-
lease and all its business as-

ence. The

pects. Here in our case after giv-

tht luﬂtanhu

P

the progress of the shooting.
You have to give an infrastruc-
ture to grow your talents.

Q: What do you think about
our prtsmt political culture?

politics. And for a long
time now | do not exercise my
right to vote.

Q: But do you think you are
out of politics?

A: Well, | prefer to remain
silent. This is my way of show-
ing protest,

(Q: You are an avid reader of
the scriptures — Quran, Veda,
Bible — we know. Do you think
that these scriptures written or
revealed thousand of years ago
can logically interpret the pre-
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comedian. Offers started overcome the phases to winthe  movie? degeneration of taste by resist- m}i;emt' w
pouringinand mydreamto  acceptance of the audience. A:lcall a movie commercial  ingitor criticising it. Theonly  work timut thinking of bﬂ\e-
become a filmmaker deferred for Q: You worked with Mrinal when the sole interest of the way out is to educate the audi- fits.

10 T lve Lhaily Star

When & was a ‘Ceenager

OM childhood, he learnt
that whatever he didn't
feel like doing could be

contributed to his inability.

Today he still maintains this,

* escaping unwanted liabilities
by pretending to be ignorant, .
but he is also one of our senior
and respected laureates. He is a
teacher, an organizer and he
wants to make people happy,
make them smile and look at the
good things in life. He is Abdul-
lah Abu Sayeed. 4

At one time, he was obsessed
with television. He was also
very involved in our literary
movement. As a youngster he
was quite a writer as well. He
still is. Then came the idea of
Biswa Shahitya Kendra, an
academic forum, which is com-
pleting its 20th year today
(18th December).

This time we get him to take
a trip down memory lane. 'l
was born in a teacher's family.
My father was a teacher all his

life, he taught in a college, be-
came its principal and remained
in that post for twenty-six
years. Therefore, we were al-
ways among professors, teach-
ers and other students, which
meant that we had a rich aca-
demic and cultural background.
When the students talked of my
father, their love and respect
for him touched me. They spoke
as if he was not a teacher, but a
god. I think it is because of this
that | was so inclined towards
the teaching profession. I prob-
ably wanted people to look at
me with similar emotions. Be-
sides my father's inspiration,
another reason that may have
influenced me to take up teach-
ing was probably my laziness!
In our times, teachers were like

house-husbands, they taught for -

a few hours and then it was all
relaxing and dozing and doing _
whatever you . I never
liked being tied down and so
this suited me very well. I
thought I could then do so many
things. This prospect was valid
fr.:rm’l‘oda I am a chairman
w1thuutachmr This means I'm
still free.

‘My environment spelt stud-
lEE and values and we knew
%’:urg_ age that sacrifices
made for this, if that is
whlt is required. My parents

never told us to study, but they

_ created such an atm:uphere that
we automatically sat down to
study.’

Whathnciofaboywu
ltldmllm:l what was hu’l";

IN CONVERSATION WITH ABDULLAH ABU SAYEED

lationship with his teachers?
1think I was a dumb boy!
My intellect progressed at a
very slow rate. [ was always
the’last person to understand a
given problem, be it mathemat-
ics, science or any normal con-
versation! | vividly remember a
classmate who was brilliant at
everything. His handwriting
was like pearls and he was the
apple of everyone's eyes. At a
parents’ teachers’ meeting, when
his father came, the teachers

By Navine Murshid

were full of praise for him. At
that point I was wondering
where to hide with my father!

1 also remember another oc-
casion when my teacher in pri-
mary school asked me to add up
test marks in answer papers. |
broke out in perspiration, be-
cause | was making gross mis-
takes and the more I tried to rec-
tify my mistakes, the more com-
plicated it got. When the teacher
realized that what I was saying
made no sense he was very an-

gry. At that time | could clearly
see my future in darkness!

‘As | grew up, | picked up
things faster. | trained myself so
as to do better. I never felt infe-
rior because | knew | was dumb
and that is why | appreciated
the little I had and worked on
it. [ had no standards to meet, so
my brain took its own sweet
time to develop! And it did! The
dumb boy became the literary
champion at the University.
Today, lost is the boy with the

beautiful handwriting, lost are
the many talents we had...but
I'm still here and I reached a
place beyond my expectations.
What did they do for enter-
tainment when they were
young? Today entertainment
means gossip, movies, televi-
sion, computer-TV games, going

out and socializing and the like.

Were they not bored in the ab-
sence of this 'new technology?
‘Entertainment was cer-

tainly not going to coaching

‘As | grew up, | picked up things faster. | trained myself so as to do better. |
never felt inferior because | knew | was dumb and that is why | appreciated
the little | had and worked on it. | had no standards to meet, so my brain
took its own sweet time to develop! And it did! The dumb boy became the

literary champion at the University. Today, lost is the boy with the beautiful

handwriting, lost are the many talents we had...but I'm still here and |
reached a place beyond my expectations.'

centres, memorizing notes and
studying all day like it is today.

was so much space
around that we could play
football, cricket, badminton,
kababdi, everything there. We
literally played till our limbs
hurt. We swam in the lakes, we
took walks in the jungle and we
roamed around discovering
new territories. This jungle had
tigers in it. In winter, the tigers
used to come out and drink wa-
ter from the pond near our
home. When at one time, my fa-
ther bought my brother and me
toy guns, we thought that it was
possible to kill tigers with them.
So we roamed around in search
for tigers. These are entertain-
ment too. Reading books and
gymnastics were popular prac-
tices as well. This was because
of the war effect. We thought
that the only way we could
tackle the domination of the -
British was to gain as much
knowledge as possible and to
practice self-defense. We knew
we had an intelligent enemy and
we had to fight brains with
brains. So it can be said that
that our entertainment was
shaped by social and political
influences as well. We defi-
nitely were not bored. I think it
is in fact today's children who
do not know how to laugh.

Abdullah Abu Sayeed
laments that today's generation
is becoming more materialistic
by the day. They have no time to
read beyond their prescribed
texts. His aim to start Biswa
Shahitya Kendra was to bring
people to read some good books,
to provide quality teaching to
the young. But the number of
people who go there is a small

when the children are willing,
the parents complain of
wastage of time, time being
struck off from the academics.

They fail to realize that there
are so many things in the world
to learn about apart from what
test books say. All they can
ever think of is what their chil-
dren would be when they grow
up and how to ensure it. It is the
competition bepveen parents
that interfere with the child's
development. Most would
rather watch television than
read a good book. Why doesn't
the parent say anything then, he
wonders. Yet, he will go on in
his mission to make the world,
rather Bangladesh a better
place.
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Fazal Shahabuddin

Poet

Q What gives you the grﬂatfst
pleasure?

A: In the dictionaries they say,
‘pleasure is the feeling of
contentment or happiness caused by
any welcome physical, intellectual or
emotional experience’, That when a

is content, he is happy and
satisfied and may be he discovers
some kind of pleasure — mentally,
physically or sensually. I am a poet
but I am also a human being and
naturally 1 do feel satisfied
sometimes. Maybe the word
pleasure is notenough to express the
nature and quantum of satisfaetion
I get from the spiritual satiation as a
result of my creative endeavours.

Q: Do you have any recurring
nightmares?

A: Yes | do. And I did have one
throughout my whole life. From my
young days | had the strange belief
that anyone who is a creative person
must experience inexpressible dreams, obsessive fears and acute anxiety. I used
to think that poetry itself is a ceaseless source of intense pain and ecstasy, A poet
must have that magical vision through which he can reach the infinite — and for
that reason I always desired that mghtmare& should be my perpetual partner of
imagination.

Q: What do you dislike w about yourself?

A: That I am terribly indisciplined, almost clumsy — but knowing that did
not help me a bit — and I cannot do anything about it. My family suffers, my
friends dislike it and I lose many things in the process but I anfhelpless.

Q: What is your grealest fear?

Ans 4: That one day I may lose the passion I have for life.

Q: What has been the biggest mistake in your life.

Ans: If you meant errors by the word mistake then 1 had millions of them in
my life and [ am sure 1 shall have more of them because Fam human. 1 shall name
only one. | always wanted to be misunderstood and mistaken. | don’t know why.

Q: What makes you cry?

A: Everything. The earth, the sky, the cosmos, the face of my woman, the
sound of poetry and music, the seas oceans, the great trees, the flowers, the fallen
leaves — every thing. Every thing makes me cry because they all are so shortlived
only few billion years. And | know that's like a small dot in the course of eternity.

Q: Wha is your role model?

A:1do not know yet. I am in search for one during the past sixty years. 1 did
travel a lotin my imagination but my visions could only discover infinite shadows

which one day will lead me to the solitude of my grave.

Q: How important is money o you?

A: Money is good and useful and it can buy many comforts but it is not
important to me and should not be important to anyone with a heart.

Q: What is more important fo you, your personal or professional life?

A: 1 am a personal being. Everything I have and I possess is personal my
woman, my earth, my sky, my dreams, my love for life and my death.

Q: Are you afraid of death?

Ans  Absolutely not. Because I know death is the greatest gift that God
has given to humankind. Without death the whole creation will plunge into
unthinkable catastrophe and will collapse.

Q: Which book has m/fluenced your life most’

A: Nature, the book [ tried to read and undérstand throughout my whole life.

Q: 1f vou were given a chance to start all over again from zero, what would you want to be?

A:1don’t know exactly. And I do not want to know. Because | do not want to
start all over again from zero. Because | know that will never bring any new
meaning; to my existence.

Q: What worries you most as we are standing af the thrmhoid of the 21st century?

A: Nothing worries me at all.  know a century or a millennium means
The earth was populated by great trees and dinosaurs the other day. ﬂwthd
for sixty-five million years on earth and then vanished. We are yet to complete
one million — and we are certain to disappear one day — so what?

nterviewed by Ziaul Karim
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