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ESSAY

The Portrait of a Poet as a Horseman

Khondakar Ashraf Hossain pays tribute to Shamsur Rahman,
the central figure in our poetry, on his 72 nd birth anniversary

ET US all congratulate

Shamsur Rahman on his

having arrived at the age of
seventy-two. He Is not merely the
most prolific living pm_l in the
Bangla language; he *has trans-
formed himself into the symbol of
the nationalistic and aesthetic
pride of the Bangalees llving on
the Padma-Meghna-Jamuna
delta., Growing old by ltself,
however, does not denote any
nobleness; Yeats sald that an old
man Is but a paltry thing, unless
the soul claps its wings in tat-
tered pantaloons. But Shamsur
Rahman has matured like a
palpable fruit: we can take his
poetry in our palms and taste it at
our leisure, for our prolit and
pleasure. And "Ripensess is all,”
said Shakespeare.

Shamsur Rahman's poelic
journey (o eminence has run
parallel to the Bangalee's journey
to nationhood and emancipation.
In 1952, the starting point of our
national struggle for linguistic
and political liberty, Shamsur
Rahman was still in his poetic
Infancy: but his poetry even at
that stage was noticeably difler-
ent from those of his predeces-
sors. most of whom, with a few
exceptions like Ahsan Habib and
Abul Hossain, were engrossed In
a kind of jingoistic zeal for the
Pakistani ideology. Shamsur
Rahman eschewed the common
path and chose the one hitherto
less travelled: the path of humane
liberalismn untainted by the dog-

matic and the communal and
illumined by the progressive
understanding of the human
situation in the double axes of

time and space. With the passage
of time, Shamsur Rahman has
become the adorable doyen of our
literature, "an among the
blind,” a Teiresias who has
'known and forésuflered all.

Shamsur Rahman did not have
an auspicious beginning as a
poet. His first volume of poems,
Pratham Gaan, Ditivo Mrittur
Agey, did not send any apprecia-
ble tremor among the poetry-
readers of the time; it was consid-
ered at best a pastiche of the
Jibananadaesque style, a wallow-
ing In romantic emotions by a
skv-gazing poet-would-be. But
the second volume Roudro
Korotite, changed the sky itself,
as the poet woke up from his
romantic reverie to the harsh
realities of life around him. As the
skull got awash with sunlight, the
world of mundane concerns
impinged itself upon the world of
Shamsur
Rahman knew that his path lay
through darkness, that he had to
chariot through a dilapidated
skyscape to the horizon of light.
Biddhosto Nillemma and Niralokey
Dibbyorath would have us believe
as much. Since then, Rahman
has been on his onward march;
he has never had to repent for the
road not taken. And now he is
here a congueror
with Apollo’s laurel bough deck-
ing his aging forehead.

Eliot, more than any other
English poet. captured Rahman's
imagination quite early. Roudro
Korotite ennul and
desolation of modern urban life in
a language reminiscent of that

eve

SENSUOUSNESS.

Amongst us,

depicts the

Anglo-American'master:

Vel

the evening of the lonely veran-
dah. '

the midnight silence of the
avenue,

the wounded clown of the

circus and
Lhe sleepless cat on the wall,
the chorus of the colony wrung
out of life,
the starstudded
prostitute,
the blind violinist of the lane,
Braque's quiet lish, Cezanne's

bra of the

apple-

All know me so easily; I'm
kKnown

Lo the tamales grasses on my
grave

(Self-portrait, Roudro Korotite)

1969 marked a walershed In
Shamsur Rahman's poetic
career. He had assumed a
Prulrock-like mask and had been
a rather impassive and sardonic
observer ol the soclal going-on.
Bul the mass-movement and the
political upheaval of 1969 tore his
mask of nonchalance apart:
Rahman found himsell standing
face to face with the time of dis-
tress and diaspora. His style
changed overnight: from the
tower of cynically self-centred
egolsm, he came down to the
-plane of common men, his coun-

trymen. Nijo Bashbhumey and
Bandi Shibir thekey ar ehls mag-
num opuses of this period, which,
of course, marks a kind of climax
of his career also. The glorifica-
tion of the Bangla alphabet, the
description of hartal scenes and
the elegiac remonstrations for the
martyrs of the movement every-
thing shows Rahman's newest

. -

Shamsur Rahman

preoccupations:

See those bunches of
Krishnachura

that have bloomed again on the
paths of the city

in such clusters. When | walk
down alone

or along with the procession, it
SEEIms

as through they were not flow-
ersatall;

as though they were the bub-
bles of blood

freshly spurted from
wounds of the martyrs,

perfumed as they are with
memories.

(February 1969)

Like clusters of red roktokarabi
flowers

or the burning clouds of the
sunset,

Asad's shirt now flutters in the
air,

high in the blue sky....

Leaving the gentle shade of the
pomegranale tree,

or the mother’'s sunlit yard

the shirt now flutters without
pause

on the main streets of the city,

atop the factory chimneys,

along the corners of nolsy
dVENLES,

in the sunburst,
plains of our hearts,

in every alignment of our con-
scious being.

(Asad's shirt)

Then came the liberation war
of 1971, the most glorious year In
the annals of the Bengali nation,
a year that saw genocide and
exodus, victories and flights,
tears set ablaze by noble rage
against death and destruction.
The pomegranate of anger burst
into thousand flakes of fire. We
fretted and fought; we decked
ourselves with plumes of blood,
dipped ourselves in the dye of
death. Shamsur Rahman did not
£o Lo the battlefield; but we know
where his heart was from the
poems he wrotle during those
beleaguered days in a besieged
city. Especially famous are his
two poems "Shadhinata tumf'
(Freedom you) and ‘Tomake
pawar jonce hey shadhinata' (to
get you, O Freedom!). The former
is, of course, not directly con-
cerned with the blood and fire of
the on-going war of liberation: it
Is rather an encomium paid to the
timeless spirit of liberty itself. The
later Is more directly concerned
with the devastation of war and
the Irremediable hope with which
the war-ravaged people awalted
the arrival of freedom.

the

resounding

Because you were to come,
Freedom

Sakina bibl's life Is wrecked,

Haridasl's widowhood wiped
the vermilion stain on her lore-
head;

Because you were Lo come,

olive-coloured tanks
marauded our streets,

bellowing like monster:

Because you would come, O
Freedom,

W

o
i

hostels and slums were
deserted,
recoilless rifles and

machineguns had their sway all
over the place;

villages were burnt to ashes,
because you were

supposed to come,
howled for its

dead master, standing on a
devastated homestead,;

because you would come, O

a dog

Freedom,
the innocent baby crawled
upon

the corpses of its parents.

(Because you were to come, O
Freedom)

But to read Shamsur Rahman
as just a chronicler of political
events is to seriously misread
him. He has followed the political
events of his country with the
avid interest of a patriot and
recorded his feelings of foy, dis-
may, hope and despair, which are
actually the sentiments of the
people themselves. In this,
Rahman may be dubbed "a court-
poet of the contemporary”. But he
i{s much more than that: his
poetry traverses a longer path
than the one strewn with anger
and tears. His poetry has sent a
plethora of tentacles down the
layers of human consclousness
and has illumined many shadowy
borders of experience. Basically,
Shamsur Rahman Is a sceptic, at
times bordering on the pessimist.
He often portrays himself as a
threatened man, surrounded by
vague fears of the work-a-day
world. In a poem called: "Rhinoc-

eros, Rhinoceros” (Adigonto
Nognopadaddhani), Rahman
conjures up an lonesco-like

nightmare of charging and bel-
lowing peciderms:

Thousands of angry rhinocer-
0ses

are charging towards us from
all sides,

their
sun.,.

It's futile Lo hide,
come oul

from the tree-holes or dry nut
shells.

Rhinoceroses
oses all over!

Helpless you only hear the
noise of destruction.

Rahman's poetry Is marked by
narrative eloquence, which often
degenerates into verbose prolix-
ity. Quite often he takes recourse
to lengthy descriptions of phe-
nomena which might have been
done with more economy of
words. Particularly in the middle
period of his poetry, he Indulged
in a style imitated from the pop-
poets of the sixties in England like

tusks shining In the

it's better to

and rhinocer-

Adrian Henry, Roger Mcgough
and Brian Patten. The style of
cataloguing things and events
and supplying hundreds of differ-
ent appellations for the same
thing has made his poetry a mere
mumbo-jumbo of words. Luckily,
of course, Shamsur Rahman
discarded the cataloguing mode
and went back to his earlier mode
of cynical social observer with a
tinge of self-pity. The following
lines of a poem titled "here was a
door" will Hllustrate Rahman's
typical stance:

Here was a door, the madhabl
plant

spreading Its beauty over it.
Now

there is nothing, nothing at all;
only

a floolish
stands there

all alone. A few spolilt bricks lie

here and there. If you look left,
vou'll

see only a doll, very little else.

[ stand still Inthe wreckage, as
though

| were a wreckage myself;

| stir the ashes with my shoes,
with

the hope, an undying phoenix

would suddenly take to wings
from there;

or perhaps I'd see someone's
smile, or get

someone's blossoming affec-
tion, or love,

wall, shell-struck,

Shamsur Rahman's poetry is
remarkable for Its animal imag-
ery, a fact which very few have
made mention of. Of course, he
cannot be called an 'animal poet'
or a 'zoo-laureate’ like Ted
Hughes, but the animal world has
been the main supplier of imag-
ery for Rahman's poetry. And
just like in Ted Hughes, most of
Rahman’'s animals are preda-
tors; they prowl about in his
poetry as symbols of the evil
forces of the society. Shamsur
Rahman, of course, never writes
about the animals in their natu-
ral habitat; they encroach upon
and invade the urban centres. Or
more precisely, it is the human
beings who behave like animals:
the feral nature of the lion, the
rapacity of the wolf and the wiles
of the fox are betrayed through
the behaviour of men who eat
each other’s flesh with cannibal-
istic zeal. We have already men-
tioned the rhinoceroses. Here are

some other animals:
Then suddenly the moon
appeared on the full sky-

A priceless, unattainable pearl,
And a boar

smelt its way into the moon-
light, where

the desired ballad blossoms in
the bubbles of stars. |

All the sceneries were obliter-
ated at once, and

then |1 was alone; myself and
the boundless loneliness.

(The ballad of the beautiful)

This town daily fights against a
protean wolf.

Who does not know that before
a true line of a poem

gets written a lot of similes
drop down like buds;

between two sentences pro-
longs the quarrel of an eagle

and a hill lizard; by the side of a
lake lie the lumps

of flesh of a deer, a tiger's
happy Kill...

(‘A poem after a long time’)

| am so alone at midnight

When my eyes are without
sleep and | lie on bed

like an abandoned cross, then
a horse

with a human head comes and
tells me In a queer voice:

"Listen, In your own city, we
have just confirmed

our unquestionable authority
and power."

((More valuable than a poets'
tears’)

It's a queer city where Aesop's
animals roam about

in the streets...

(‘Staff correspondent’)

The most Interesting animal-
symbol used by Shamsur
Rahman is, of course, the horse.
It is more often than not the syim-
bol of the phaeton-like aspira-
tions of a poet who Is unwilling to
give up his fight: the poet is a
shongshoptak who clasps the
neck ol his striding horse and
heads Into the thick of the batte.
Shamsur Rahman deserves our
salute because he has never left
the battleground, neither in
poetry nor In the beleaguered
sociely where he lives under the
threat of philistine fundamental-
iIsm.

AWARD

Ondaatje Wins Prix Medicis

Return of the native in Anil's Ghost

Rl Lankan-born author

Michael Ondaatje and

Jamalca Kinkald, who was

born In Antigua, won prizes
for best forelgn novels awarded
Monday by France's literary
juries.

Ondaatje won the Prix
Medicls for "Le Fantome d'Anil”
(Anil's Ghost) and Kincald the
Prix Femina award for "Mon
Frere” (My Brother).

The Medicls jury awarded its
Lop 1:1:1.40 to Yann Apperry for his
novel "Diabolus in Musica,” while
the Femina jury crowned Camille
Laurens for "Dans ces bras-la” (In
those arms).

Ondaatje, who reached a
world audlence with the filming of
his novel "The English Patlent”,
returns to the land of his child-
hood In his latest novel in which
he tells the story of a young doctor
sent by the United Nations Com-
missioner for Human Rights to
work In the war-zone of the strife-
torn Island.

Born in 1943 in what was
then the British colony of Ceylon,
Ondaatje is now a naturalised
Canadian living in Toronto.

The novel "The English
‘adent” won Britain's top literary
award, the Booker Prize, in 1992,
while its screened version went
on Lo win nine Oscars.

"Anil's Ghost" is the second
novel in which Ondaatje has
written about Sri Lanka but the
first In which he has dealt with
the civil war that has riven the
Island since the 1980s.

‘I didn't know the war at first
hand ... but | was obsessed by
this conflict taking place in the
country where I grew up,” he told
the Canadian media last Septem-
ber.

The novel has already sold
28,000 copies in France.

Kincald, who has lived in the
United States for the past 30
years, lpok the story of her
brother's fight against AIDS as
the basis for her novel.

INTERVIEW
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Recent photo shows Sri Lankan-born aubor Micheal Ondaatie who was

awarded November 6, 2000

Born Ellane Potler Richard-
son, Kincaid leflt her native
Antigua at the age of 18. Her firsi
job was working as an au pair girl,
and she went on to become a
wriler on the magazine New
Yorker before publishing her first
novel "Annie John” in 1985 to
massive critical acclaim. includ-
ing tributes from Salman
Rushdie.

Now 51, Kincaid said she was
‘deeply honoured. grateful and
surprised” at receiving the
Femina award.

She said that if she had an
Ideal audience, “it would be either
French or German. Because ...
people slill take literature seri-

in Paris with the Prix Medicis

~AFP photo

ously in places like that.

“In literature, you always risk
something, you risk offending
somebody, especially the power-
ful. I don't think a lot of American
literature does that.

I always write about things
that are happening to me. ... My
brother was dying of AIDS d.nd I
wrote about it because | wanted
to understand it better. And |
wrole hoping that people where
he lived might read it and might
learn something about them-
selves.”

In his third novel, the 28-
year-old Apperry recounts the
story of a young boy who is
brought up by his drunken, vio-

Jacket cover of "Le Fantome d'Anil®
(Anil's Ghost). -AFP photn,,'

lent father and saved by his love
of music.

Laurens, whose heroine
describes her life through the
men she has known, from her
father to her child, draws her title
from a song by Guy Beart.

Other awards announced
Monday Included the Femina
essay prize awarded to former
justice minister Robert Badinter
for "L'Abolition”, in which he
recounts his long struggle for the
death penalty to be abolished (he
succeeded iIn 1981) and the
Medicis essay prize awaracd to
Armelle Lebras-Chopard for "Le
Zoo des Philosophes”.

Last week, France's top liter-
ary prize the Goncourt was
awarded to Jean-Jacques Schuhl
for “Ingrid Caven” which narrowly
beat "Allah n'est pas oblige” (Allah
doesn'l have to) by the Ivory
Coast-born novelist Ahimadou
Kourouma.

However Kourouma's novel
won what is generally considered
the runner's up au:a.rd the Prix
Renaudot.

--AFP

One-on-One with Yevgeny Yevtushenko

Timothy Dwight. Master's Office. He walks in for the fax machine, returns to his suite, I follow. Dazed. In awe. Yevgeny
Yevtushenko the celebrated poet of the post-Stalin generation of Russian poets, a monument by himself: political dissi-
dent, film director, politician, writer, novelist, but above all a poet. Yevtushenko talks to Sabrina Sadique

Sabrina Sadique: What do
you consider to be vour best
work?

Yevgeny Yevtushenko: It's Very
difficult to separate all your
works and choose. My best? |
don't know, but surely the most
important would be the novella in
verse A Dove in Santiago. It's
about a suicide that [ witnessed
in the Carrera Hotel in Santiago,
Chile. A boy around 18 years of
age slowly walked to the edge of
the roof and jumped. He did not
die when he fell down on the
ground but in the air, where we
saw his body in convulsions,
struck by electric cables. His
body landed on a dove on the
asphalt and killed it. His mother
found my portrait in his room and
she called to ask me if | could
write a poem on him to prevent
young people from ever consider-
ing such a death for themselves.
She had no idea that 1 had wil-
nessed the suicide. Colnci-
dences. Amazingly enough, this
incident happened just when |
was thinking about ways to kill
myself. It was a low point in my
life filled with accusations... so
the poem came across as some-
thing very personal and when it
was published first in 1978, over
300 people who were taking
suicide into account as a mode of
escape called or wrote to say the
poem saved them. When I think of
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A Dove in Santiago in this regard,
all my other works seem dwarfed.

SS: Who is your favorite poet?

YY: Pushkin. He was a son of
harmony; he recreated Russian
language. Today, we speak
Pushkin's words. A political poet
with a childlike curiosity toward
life. Delinitely, Pushkin.

SS: You are a writer, a novelist,
a film director, and a poet. In
which position do you feel most.
satisfied?

YY: I am a writer of those who
don't write. What is important is
the ability to get the thoughts
across to them and for them |t
may be in the form of a film, it
may be poetry. That is my focus.
As long as I am able Lo express
myself, the genre does not matter.

SS: We tend to think that for
poets of your repute writing
comes easily. Does 11?

YY: Writing is a form of spiri-
tual pregnancy. Therelore artists
understand women like no one
else. Of course, the pregnancy In
this case sometimes lasts longer
than nine months. It is very
important to find form and each
time it has to be a new form. In
addition, when you write about
the common mass, vou have Lo
write according to the way they
understand or interpret lan-
guage. But when you write for
intellectuals. the writing has to

cater to thelr tastes. And | am

only slightly intellectual.

SS: Is your favorite poem your
own or someone else’'s?

YY: It is an eight-line-poem by
Pushkin "1 loved you: and per-
haps | love you still.” Many have
tried to translate it but failed
because of the deceptive nature
of what seems to be transparent
simplicity. It is like images of little
stones at the bottom of a clear
mountain-like that impresses
upon you to think the water is
shallow when it is rather too
deep. I admire his poems because
they are accessible even to the
moderately éducated mass. Yet
they are neither banal nor primi-
tive.

SS:Form whal would you
derive greater pleasure winning
the Nobel Prize for Literature or a
little girl being able to completely
understand one of your poems?

YY |smiling): But of course the
latter!

SS: Your happiest memory?

YY: The time of World War 11. 1
was lying on a hayloft. Starving.
Deep in the night. And there was
something special, something so
different about the way the fresh
hay (a littldry in places) smelled.
My fingers prodder through its
layers and 1 suddenly felt at
almost unnatural sofiness a wild

strawberry. As | groped through, |
came upon one straw berry after
another, like little miracles. [--
pause] Nothing is sweeter than
the smell wild strawberries in
hay. Hiding.

The poet's work

From the macabre scene of
Stalin's funeral that Yevtushenko
describes in his autobiography
and references In his movie, to
the denounciation of Nazi and
Russian anti-Semitism and,
finally, to the smell of wild straw-
berries in hay, Yevtushenko is all
aboul diversity. However, a dazed
tone runs throughout his work.

And so one may ponder on him
and his corrugated memoriés
with a few lines from the work he
calls his best ever...

Fatigue of the weariest body
weighs so little

Compared with the soul's, but if
the two join forces

You haven't the strength even
tocry... And when

You are (oo tired to cry, then is
the time

You especially want to... That's
how tired I was

One time..

Ofwhai?

Of life? No. not of life. &

It's above accusations. | was
tired of all I found in it that resem-
bled death. not life.

- Froma Dove in Santiago

There is Something for Everyone

Mahjuja M. Taznin investigates Harry Potter's unprecedented popularity in publishing history 4

HIS book is the fourth and
latest in a seven part series
of novels about a boy named
Harry Potter. The story in this
book is based on the past and
resent happenings of his lile.
larry Is the protagonist of the
q{rlvs which originates from
r* 's unique past. At the age of
une 1ls parents are murdered by
Voldemort, who was at the time,
reigning as the all-poweriul Dark
wizard of the secret wizard world,
while at the same time, Harry
becomes the innocent cause of
Voldemort's downlfail and so,
Voldemort's greatest enemy.,

The story Is set In a m;u,lml
parallel world of wizards and
other supernatural beings. His
past gets Harry involved In the
adventures depicted in the novel.
Besides these events, the story Is
really easy to pertain to, because
it deals with the common strife
that might arise In the life of
teenagers e.g, adjusting with the
crowd, crus urs elc. However,
there are hidden themes in the
novel dealt in a subtle way which
would easily penetrate the under-
standing of young ple, lor
example, the spirit of fellowship,
conslderation lor others, doing
what Is just and the need to evalu-

/ £

ate a person by abstract qualities,
There Is the common tale nf

adventure entwined with the life
of the protagonist I.e. Harry at the

age of one, mes the cause for
the downfall of the region of the
all-powerful Dﬂrk wizard
Voldemort, makin a hero
in the wizard wurlﬁ Voldemort is
the Dark lord, an evil and power

hungry sort of dictator. This
Voldemort iIs the prime antagonist
of the series. So there Is a
versus evil theme in the story too.

The author seems to get some
of her ideas from real history, like
the attitude of Dark wizards of the
wizard world is similar to nazi
racism. The terror of Voldemort's
reign reflects that of the region of
Hitler. Then the trial of Dark
wizards after Voldemort's fall
resembles that of the trial after
the deleat of Hitler. Also there are
adaptations of real world phe-
nomenon, ordinary wizarding
levels or O.W.Ls substitute
levels. There are moreover, wiz-
ards of different nationality e.g.
British, Bulgarian, French, elc.,
forming a parallel world of their
own, Internationally. Harry Potter
is a British wizard and so. the
story takes place In the parallel
wizard world of Britain. The
quidditch game represents soc-
cer, which Is one of Britain's
popular games and the Interna-
tional Quidditeh Cup signifies the
Soceer World Cup. Also, while the
Dark wizards support a dictator,
Lord Voldemort, the good wizards
have a democralic a stem in the
form of a Ministry c. head-
ing dilferent wimrd nations. The

British wizards have security
agents called Aurors who spy out
Dark wizards and a wizard jail for
those who break wizard laws.

The author confesses she has
an obsession for names and
throughout the novel one finds a
colorful array of names e.g.
Dumbledore, Hermione, etc. She
also stlates that most of these
names have been developed from
words, which describe some
special nature of that character
and, some of them are actually
the names of places, e.g. Snape
(J.K. Rowling, on Live,
CNN, October 21, 2000.)

Though the novel is aimed at
older children and adolescents, it
deals powerfully with some seri-
ous malters such as death eg.
the murder of a stock character: as =
kl . brave, and considerate boy,

lled bv Voldemort at the climax
of the story. The episode is treated
in a penetrating way so that :tyls
depicted as a som lrulh
nol a distant, di
This gives evidence that the bonk
Is not a happily wcrmner story= . s
lalc All these thmgsgw:theatw g

easy acceptance also,
realltywhlchnmkeslt P
ncunn, . o




