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The Daily Star

French videos zooming on forgotten cities

"Mahasthan, the Forgotten City of Bangladesh" and 16 other archaeological video films to be shown at Alliance Francaise next month

FAYZA HAQ

F the seventeen video films

on architecture thatare due

to be viewed next month at
Alliance Francaise, the most fasci-
nating will perhaps be the one on
Mahastangarh, in the heart of
Bangladesh. This is a venture to
revive the ancient capital of North

directed by Severine Sanz since
1968 (helped by Geraldine Pitoun in
1998) , The project was temporarily
set aside in 1999, a basic report of
the excavation is being prepared (to
be published in "Mahahasthan
Excavation, 1993-1999, Second
Interim report) before the field work
isresumed.

An effective study of the archae-

An aerial view of the Mahasthangarh excavations

Bengal, which was built in the 4th
century BC, With Lean-Francoise
Salles to guide them, the project is
gradually recreating history of this
area where no Western team has
been able to dig for over 50 years.
According to Md Shafiqul Alam and
Jean-Francois Salles, due to almost
non-availability of published infor-
mation on the regular excavations
carried outin the 30s, 60s, and in the
80s, the actual knowledge of
Mahastangarh monuments is
almost non-existent: the architec-
tural details given by N Ahmed in his
‘Mahstan' (1975) suggest more than
they depict the plans which the local
scholar has seen and studied care-
fully, but there are no comments
made as there are no plans avail-
able at that time. The purpose is not
to "re-excavate" the area, and the
true purpose will be to make new
plans of the monuments still seen in
erect shape below the grass cover.
In 1995, Laurent Volay (architect,
Lyon) drew a new plan of the site
called "Parasuram's Palace" and
which was finished in 1998 by Olivier
Maynand. Certain unusual features
of the layout of the building as well
as the variances and some incon-
gruities of brief written reports on the

ology of Mahasthan would be
incomplete without a detailed survey
and catalogue of all the material
previously excavated on the site and
now stored in the museums and
collections of Bangladesh, India and
Europe. Hundreds of these objects
are totally unknown and it is vital that
they should be brought to the knowl-
edge of the scientific community. On
the French section, Geraldine
Pitoun(Paris) is entitled for the
programme, while Prof. Marie-
Francoise Boussace and Dr Md.
Shafiqul Alam are reviewing the coin
finds of the early periods of
Bangladesh.

Historical sources should be re-
questioned and examined as well; in
this field a basic work was done by
Severine Sanz(Lyon) and is now
under the care of Sandrine
Gill(Pairs). In this manner an
updated and revised survey of the
epigraphical data of North Bengal is
urgently required :so far no special-
ist has been ready to handle this
subject. It is strongly recommended
that the archaeology of Mahasthan
is connected with the archaeological
and historical background of the
neighbouring countries. The French
team has established close contacts

Archaeological Department of West
Bengal, and several papers are
being made ready in by experts on
the subject in collaboration with
each other. Amember of the French
team, Marilyne Bovagne, is prepar-
ing a PhD thesis on the relations
which might have existed between
North Bengal and

the city being the main focus of the
endeavour( this latter portion is
under the responsibility of Prof.
Antigone Marangou-
Lerat(University of Rennes) after a
ground work done by Dr Klaus
Rotzer in 1993, It would be like
discovering Utopia if one could find
the spatial organization of the city by
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Detail from "Once there was Mesopotamia"

Orissa/Andhra(the western coast of
the Bay of Bengal) in ancient times.
Two other projects need to be
developed and these require more
difficult preparations before they can
be finalised. This would be to investi-
gate the "urbanization" of
Mahasthan: how was the area
occupied in ancient times-- Open
areas such as public squares or
gardens, roads and circulation
tracks, specialized sectors for
religious constructions, private
houses, shopping areas, and indus-
trial sections, the surrounding wall of

an extensive excavation of the site.
However, there are other sources
available e.g. electro-magnetic
scanning of the site, which could
reveal large masses of structures
buried underneath and allow a
general mapping to be later ratified
by short-scale excavations. Europe
has developed these methods but
so far they appear unsuitable for
brick constructions.

Again, although one is focusing
on the site inside the surrounding
city wall, one cannot ignore the
numerous unexplored sites all

around Mahasthangarh which
would add to the knowledge of the
'garh" itself. It is vital to immediately
undertake a survey and restoration ,
as many of the areas on focus are
badly ruined and modern develop-
ments further endanger them.
Altogether 13 types of pottery
have been identified including bowl,

of a break-water in the Bay of
Alexandria threatens to bury the
remains of its lighthouse for all time.
This lighthouse is considered the
seventh wonder of the ancient
times. Jean-Yves Empereur, who
heads the Alexandrian Study
Centre, begins an underwater
digging with a group of divers who

Image from "Lost Cities of the Mayas”

fry pan, miniature pots, spouted
ware cup, storage jar, basin, sup,
saucer, lamp cooking and water
vessel. Decorations are found in the
forms of minute triangle, diamond
with series of concentric bands,
made by revolving rouletted or
toothed when the clay is wet.

This film called "Mahasthan, the
Forgotten City of Bangladesh" is
subtitled in English and Spanish.
Veronique Lhorme is the writer and
director while La Cuisine is in charge
of the production and distribution.
This archeology collection is
designed for a wide audience in the
French cultural network abroad,
through Alliance Francoise, the
French ministry and research and
culture centres overseas. The
French Ministry of Foreign Affairs
has been the brain behind them all.

Another interesting video ,"Alex-
andria, the Seventh Wonder of the
World" is based in Egypt . It has a
French version, an English deubbed
version and a Spanish subtitled
version. Andrew Snell is the writer
while Andrew Snell and Thierry
Ragobert are the directors. This tells

are archaeologists,
and to pographists themselves. We
are left with the question as to
whether one is really dealing with
there remains of the Pharaos of
Alexandria.

There is then the item "Beyond

Egyptologists

Angkor, the Threat to the
Cambodian Treasures" , This has
versions dubbed in English and
Spanish. Pierre Stine is the director
and writer. Faced with terrible emer-
gency, Claude Jacques, and
archaeologist and an authority in
Khmer art, undertakes a discovery
mission with the backing of
UNESCO, his aim being to enumer-
ate the sites , calculate the measure
of damage and bring these ancient
pieces out of the unknown so that
they may no longer be pilfered and
pillaged.

Yet another exciting video film is
"The Lost Cities of the Maya" with a
French version, dubbed in English.
Claude Baudez and Sydney
Picasso are the writers, while Jean-
Dlaude Lubtchansky is the director.
The early European who pillaged
the Central American jungles had no

idea of the hands that went into the
making of the deities that were found
there. Even though jungles were
removed to show up the ruins the
secret of the Maya were totally
unknown. It was only by the 20th
century that castings, photos and
diggings threw some light of the
people who lived in these lost cities.

Not to be ignored is "Once There
Was Mesopotamia", written by Jean
Botter, directed by Jean-Claude
Lubtchansky and produced by Jean-
Pierre Gibrat. This French version is
subtitled in English and Spanish. For
five thousands years , desert sands
have covered and removed the
Mesopotamian civilization that once
invented writing, science and litera-
ture. The archaeological diggings
are being done side by side with
irrigated lands and their inhabitants.
The priceless findings from this land
have years ago been dispersed to
scattered museums.

Also equally fascinating is "The
Origins of Man; Abel's Trail" which
has an English dubbed version.
Thierry Ragobert is the writer and
director. In Chad, in 1995, the dis-
covery of the mandible of
Australopithecus called Abel upset
the old theory of 'Lucy' which Yves
Coppens claimed was man's origin
found in East Africa. Michael Brunet,
professor of the University of
Poitiers, does a palaeontological
research on Chad remains to take
out the remains of the older Abel.
Thus there is the question of the
cradle of mankind.

These video films are to cele-
brate the Fete de la Science
2001and enhance the importance of
archaeology which originated in the
19th century, in Egypt, when
Auguste Mariette made a research
of historical writings. Later, various
researchers took part in the move-
ment and established the French
schools for archaeology at Athens,
Rome and Cairo.

For fifty years now, modern
technology has been used by
archaeology which comprises of
computerized simulation, satellite
spotting, nuclear study in their aim
to save the important ancient sites ,
keeping roadwork, houses, and city
walls. Thus the French network
overseas reveals the vital essence
of items like "Abel", conservation of
Khmer or Maya temples, stone
Colossus etc.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Sculpture show

A group sculpture show is now
being held at the gallery of
National Museum at Shahbagh.
The show showcases recent work
by Hamiduzzaman, vy Zaman
and Rowen Aziz. Open to all, the
show runstill January 15.

DhakaArt Circle

Dhaka Art Circle, an informal
group of artists, holds its latest art
show at Gallery Chitrak ( house#
21, Road # 4, Dhanmandi) now.
The exhibition open to all from 10
am to 8 pm everyday will run until
January 6,2002.

Nrityanchal
Festival 2002

Nrityanchal, a front ranking
organisation in the country to
institutionalise dance as a
popular form of art, is organising a
five-day long dance festival from
January 10 to 14 at Bangladesh
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