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Khondakar Ashraf Hossa:ih:

l ; HONDAKAR Ashraf
Hossain did not have
a precocious start as a
poel. His lirst book of
poems, Teen Ramanir
Kassida, was out when he
was in his mid-thirties,
quite unusual for a Bengali
poet. But Bengali poetry
readers heard a new voice in
his Teen Ramanir Kassida.
Beginning as a poet of dis-
creel sensuality and emo-
tional wariness, Ashraf in
his live successive books
venlured boldly into a
greater variety of manners
and styles. His recent poems
collected in Jamunaparba
show a feeling of pent-up
force, of rhythmical energy
as well as wit. An avid
reader of world literature,
Kondakar Ashraf has trans-
lated Sophocles and Euripi-
des into Bangla. He is also a
trenchant critic of contem-
porary Bengali poetry and
has been editor of the liter-
ary magazine Ekabingsha
lor over a decade now. Poets
of the eighties and the
nineties are largely
products ol this magazine.
He was awarded the Alawal
Puruslicer [or poetry in 1987.

Q: In Teen Ramanir Kas-
sida a new voice was heard
in contemporary poetry.
Finding one’s own voice IS
not so easy and you have
done it eloquently in your
very first book.

A: | reckon one of the rea-
sons may be that | started a
bit late. My first book of po-
ems was published when |
was 34. And quite under-
standably that's not the age
for, you know, juvenile sen-
limentalism. By that time a
poet's voice, his style, his
vocabulary and his particu-
lar way of saying things
should be fairly settled. |
think that has happened in
my case as a poet. And |
chose not to inciude my po-
ems of younger days in my
Teen Ramanir Kassida as |
was not very sure aboutl my-
self.

Q: Was it a deliberate de-
lay as you have said that
you were not confident
about your poetic self?

A: That | could write po-
ems, that I was a poet of
sorts, that realisation came

to me through a long process
of soul-search. | was not
sure whether | was a poet at
all. If I'm not a poet there is
no point to start wri ng just
to advertise that I'm a poet.

Q: So in vour case the re-
alisation came a bit late.

A: 1 wrote poems in my
university days and sur-
rounded by poet friends.
Mohammad Nurul Huda
was one of my poet friends.
We were in the same class.
When we listened to
lectures, he wrote poems
sitting in the class room. We
used to enjoy that and 1
envied him because | not
was gifted as he was. Huda
read out those freshly
composed poems later on in
our dormitory. | found a
similar passion running in
me and [ also wanted to
write. But somehow | could
not rise up to the occasion
and could not put my
thoughts into writing. You
can call it lack of self
confidence also. Actually
the decision to take poetry
seriously germinated during
my stay in England while |
was studying for my Mas-
ter's at Leeds University. |
had lot of spare time in my
hand. And | had done a lot
of thinking about what I'm
going to do after returning

to Bangladesh. Should I give
voice to the poetic urge
jostling and shoving in me
or lead a humdrum life of a
teacher. But [ knew that |
have a creative urge in me
and it had to find out an out-
let. I thought it was time to
put the music into words.
That was the time when |
more or less decided that |
should seriously try and
write poetry. When | came
back in 1981 from Leeds |
started publishing my po-
ems in the national dailies.
That was the when | put my
signature as a poet in the lit-
erary [irmament,

Q: Your poems are a bril-
liant blend between
emotion and intellect. How
do you synchronise emotion
with intellect?

A: This synthesis of emo-
tion and intellect is what I,
as a reader of poetry, prize
ery highly. In modern days
the  is no shame in ac-

knowledging the fact that
we are guided by the Eliotic
canon. When Eliot dug up
the poetry of John Donne
from oblivion and re-estab-
lish him as a significant
poet, what he found in
Donne was an amalgama-
tion and synthesis between
intellect and emotion. I al-
ways thought that poetry
should be something seri-
ous. It is not just I remember
some lines or some lines
come to me and [ dash out
those lines without giving
them any intellectual struc-
ture or a backbone. Though
emotion is there but [ try to
set a backbone to it.

Q: So you don’'t write po-
ems out of your impulse.

A: Well, the impulse is
always there, of course. But
when it gets expressed it has
an intellectual footing. Oth-
erwise it will just disinte-
grate, it will be nothing, it
will be just like a balloon.

thian way, emotions recol-
lected if not in tranquillity
then of course after a lapse

ol time when the inessential

details are dropped out and
the essence of the thing re-
mains in me as kind of a
crystal and I weave the lines
of my poetry around that
crystal. Or, in other words,

emotions are like cocoon.on

which I wrap my thoughts.
Q: Is this process of coa-
lescing true about your lat-
est book of poems Jamuna-
parba which is very much
about the present social and
political milieu. This vol-
ume is a significant depar-
ture from your earlier
works and the readers
discover a biting satirist in
you. It seems that
increasingly you are
looking at the outer world
Jfrom your narcissist world.
A: Yes, it is partly true.
Teen Ramanir Kassida was
completely about an inner

i Blending emotion with intellect

been influenced by the post-
modern doctrine. When |
started writing poetry in the
early eighties I had not been
a reader of this world of po-
etry which I eventually did.
Now that I have read a lot
definitely more than I did in
my formative years as a
poet and I found out that the
modern poets hide the emo-
tional content of the poetry
and throw their intellectu-
ality over it. If you are seri-
ous all the time you may not
find the audience. Once you
attract the attention of the
audience through a tone
which is humorous, satiri-
cal or which dramatises the
situation you gel a betler au-
dience. And then you can
say serious things to them.
The post-modern poets
speak in a satirical tone,
possibly because of this. But
| don't think I have lost that
crystal of emotion which
has always been there in-

By Ziaul Karim

Of course, there can be very
good poems without any
idea being supplied by
thought—completely airy.
Maybe, it is in my psycho-
logical make-up that I can’t
take things very lightly.

Q: So what is the chem-
istry of a Ashraf Hossain
poem? Or, to put it another
way, how do the images and
thoughts coalesce into
forming a poem?

A: | have found out that I
cannot wrile poetry on an
instant impulse. For exam-
ple, I took part in our inde-
pendence struggle in 1971
but could not write poems
about our struggle then. |
wrote my war poems after a
time gap of fifteen years.

Q: What I understand
from what you have Just
said is that you need to dis-
tance yourself from the
place of occurrence
spatially and temporally.

A: | think so. Maybe it
happens in a Wordswor-

world; the world of feeling
and sensibility. But in the
very second book Partha
Tomar Tibra Teer you will
find that | have written po-
ems about politics and
about the society I live in.

Q: But they are not as fo-
cused or as salirical as
found in your latest collec-
tion of poems Jamuna-
parba.

A: | agree that satirical
vein is a thing in my poetry
which has grown over the
years probably because |
have been embittered by
what is going on not only in
the society but also in
literature.

A: Is this also the reason
that you began to take inter-
est in the post-modern writ-
ings more?

Q: Yes, of course. The ten-
dency to parody and look at
things from an unfamiliar
and quizzical point of view
are very much the traits of
post-modern poetry. | have

side, deep down in my mind
and in my heart.

Q: There is also the ele-
ment of what is called inter-
textuality in your latest
book which is another trait
of post-modernism.

A: This has also in-
creased in the last book. You
will notice that my refer-
ences are mainly to Bangla
poetry of the past starting
from mediaeval Bangla po-
etry. There are many allu-
sions to the poetry of the
thirties. For example, there
are lines from Bisnu De's
Tappa Thungry, and also
from Sudhindranath. These
are intertextual weaving
which conforms to the post-
modernist style. But this
has not done not just as a
stunt rather this has
evolved I think out of the
whole process - the theoret-
ical developments in the
world which I have read and
came into contact with in
the nineties.

Actually the decision to take poetry seriously germi-

nated during my stay in England while | was studying for
my Master's at Leeds University. | had lot of spare time
iIn my hand. And | had done a lot of thinking about what
I'm going to do after returning to Bangladesh. Should |
give voice to the poetic urge jostling and shoving in me
or lead a humdrum life of a teacher. But | knew that |
have a creative urge in me and it had to find out an out-
let. | thought it was time to put the music into words.

and write poetry.
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recollected if not in tranquillity then of course after a
lapse of time when the inessential details are dropped
out and the essence of the thing remains in me as kind
of a crystal and | weave the lines of my poetry around

that crystal.” Or, in other words, emotions are like co- |
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T was a time when the

Bengall middle class

emerged in the soclety, a
time when the Hindus were
the Bengali Muslims' main
competitor, in terms of
money, status and educa-
tion. It was in the 1940s
when Serajul Islam Choud-
hury, prolessor of the De-
partment of English at
Dhaka University, was a
leenager,

‘Education was very im-
portant. Parents made eco-
nomic and dietary
sacriflices to make way for
thelr children's education,
Parents' main concern was
lo provide their children
with a proper education.
Civil service was the most
prestigious job at that time,
and the government was
the only employer. All
parents dreamt of their
children going to work at
the civil service," said
Serajul Islam Choudhury
while talking to The Daily
Star at his chamber at the
university.

The upsurge that was
created in 1948 when Urdu
was declared the national
language was mainly be-
cause the Bangladeshis felt
intimidated. They had
laced Intimidation during
the British rule; and they
were not prepared to give up
their mother tongue
without a fight.

"Muhammad Ali Jin-
nah's speech at the Race
Course created a sort of eu-
phoria; it created respect

for the new leader; but the
prospect ol Urdu as a na-
tional language frightened
the students and those who
were imbibed with the
sense ol Bengali
nationalism."

Young Serajul Islam
Choudhury came to Dhaka
after the 1947 Indo-Pak
partition. Dhaka was a dis-
appointment for him.
There were no lights, no
walter, no electricity, no
communication devices, no
newspapers, no trains in
Dhaka. Moreover, they had
difficulties with
accommodation.

"Although my father's
roots were in Dhaka, my
father never lived in these
parts belore. His job at the
tax department took him,
and us, to places and so this
was the first time we came
in contact with Dhaka."

He got admitted to St.
Gregory's School, which,
too, was a disappointment
because there were only 15
to 20 students in his class!
He sat for his intermediate
exams on February 6, 1952
- a time of great turmoil in
the country's history. His
first encounter with atroci-
ties involved in politics
look place at around the
same time. Students from
all over had decided to take
part in activities for their
mother tongue. Young
Serajul Islam, inspired by
the atmosphere, joined the
Dhaka College students
along with his friends. The
excitement was met by tear
gas lired by the police. He
was in pain and had to
leave the scene. He later
came to know of the firings
on students.

The Dhakaites,
popularly know as
Dhakaiya Kuttis were
willy, hard-working but
poor people whose Bangla
language and accent was
highly influenced by the
Nawabs of the yesteryears.

FFebruary's happenings
changed the way they
thought.

"February 21 was the
lurning point in the
cultural and political
scenario. The animosity
between the Kuttis and
ordinary Bengalis
suddenly dissipated. They
never participated in our

activities, and at times,
even Lried to stop us in our
endeavours: tried to impose
upon us their beliefs. When
it was preliminarily re-
ported that two students
were killed, they were
shocked. That had an elec-
trifying effect and their
attitude changed. This is
mainly because students
were prized.”

Al the time, Dhaka Uni-
versity, according to
Serajul Islam Chouc wry,
was not an ideal
institution. Those who
couldn't go to Calcutta went
there.

“The Hindus went there
because it was close to the
town. Most Muslims could
not afford to stay in the
halls. Therefore they
taught children and in
return stayed at one of
their rooms as houseguest.
Hosts loved these students

fection that was present in those
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By Navine Murshid and Ekram Kabir

very much. They were
regarded with respect and
affection."”

Most faimilies at the
time were supportive of the
Language Movement but
parents were worried of
getting victimised.

"The job factor was great
for our fathers. They were
always scared that their
jobs will be taken away. It
was very important that
they had a good record in
the police verification
report. Involvement in the
Movement meant fatal
consequences as far as
career is concerned.

He had dreams of becom-
ing a civil servant because
that was a sacred job; a
civil servant was held in
high esteem. Visions, in
those days, were limited.
Very [ew aspired to be
doctors or engineers. But

what was missing was the
fear of unemployment. No
matter what anyone did,

His first encounter with atrocities in-
volved in politics took place at
around the same time. Students
from all over had decided to take
part in activities for their mother
tongue. Young Serajul Islam, in-
spired by the atmosphere, joined
the Dhaka College students along
with his friends. The excitement was
met by tear gas fired by the police.
He was in pain and had to leave the
scene.

number of Hindu
professors to leave Dhaka
University. Therefore,
there were many positions
that were vacant. The trend
then was to get into
lectureship and then join

Today he feels that the kind of af-

-

ond, the fact that this job
was not transferable! I did
not want to move around
places all my life.
Moreover, I fell in love
with Dhaka. which they
called "a city of 52 bazaars
and 52 lanes."

S0, has the society
changed since he was a
teen? "It has,” says Serajul
[slam Choudhury.

Today he feels that the
kind of affection that was
present in those days is not
present anymore. Then, the
family emanated ‘together-
ness'; today, the family has
lost a lot of its past glory.
[n their adolescent years,
they were closer to nature;
they had, unlike today, all
the greenery to feel proud
of. Yet Serajul Islam
Choudhury hasn't lost
faith; he looks forward.

Today's teenagers, as he
says, have already a
breader horizon in every-
thing, and this is the most
encouraging aspect in
them. He also wants that
today’'s juniors would get
energised with courage and
renewed qualities of
leadership, some of which
may have been lacking in
the preceding generation.

days is not present anymore. Then,
the family emanated 'togetherness’;
today, the family has lost a lot of its
past glory. In their adolescent
years, they were closer to nature;
they had, unlike today, all the
greenery to feel proud of. Yet Sera-
jul Islam Choudhury hasn't lost faith;
he looks forward. Today's teena-
gers, as he says, have already a
broader horizon in everything.

the civil service. Although
his father wanted him to do
that as well, Serajul Islam
Choudhury decided to stay
on

they were always sure (o
make a niche for hiinself
in the job market. Doctors
had opportunities to go
abroad on scholarships;
there were plenty of job
opportunities for engi-
neers; if someone wanted a
profession at the
University there was
always the position to
become a lecturer,

For him becoming a
teacher was a natural gro—
cess, In the 1950 riot, the
refugees were
instrumental. The non-
Bengalis, particularly the
Biharis, were in a bad state.
They wanted houses, shops
and other amenities. At
that time, the Hindus
started to desert Dhaka.
The Hindu Bengali middle
class felt their salety at
stake. This caused a great

"“Two factors made me
stay. First, the university's
excellent library and sec-

"The Hindus went there because it
was close to the town. Most Mus-
lims could not afford to stay in the
halls. Therefore they taught children
and in return stayed at one of their
rooms as houseguest. Hosts loved
these students very much. They

were regarded with respect and af-

fection."
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