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Photography
November 17 December 02

Dr. Pierre Claquin holds a solo
photography show titled,
'Surviving Dreams: The

struggling circuses of
Bangladesh', at the gallery of

Alliance Francaise de Dhaka in
the city that remains open from
9:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and from
5:00t08:00 p.m. everyday.

Art Show

November 20 January 10

A group art exhibition of four young
artists is being held at the American
International School at Baridhara in

the city and remains open daily
throughout the day.

Apparel display

November 22 December 6

An exhibition of dresses and

apparels take place at ARIAL

Centre (Rd. 7), Dhanmondi in the
city. The show is open from 10:00
a.m. t0 9:00 p.m. daily and is open

toall.

Surya Utsav
December 29 January 02
Bangladesh Astronomical
Association arranges one of its
annual events, Surya Utsav (Sun
Festival) as the organisation aims
at showing the participants,
several exciting matters including
the first sunrise of the year 2003,
cultural ceremony of the
indigenous people of the area,
Keokradang at Bandarban
district, Pitha festival and
observation of the night sky
through telescope. Interested

persons are requested to register

names within November 30 at the
office of Bangladesh

Astronomical Association

113,

Block-E, Lalmatia, Dhaka Ph:
0171-187555.
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Photography

Capturing dreams through the lens

Pierre Claquin's photo exhibition at Alliance Francaise: Part of Chhobi Mela-11

FAYZA HAQ

ALKING about why he had

chosen the rural circus of

Bangladesh for his recent
exhibit at Alliance Francaise, Dr
Pierre Claquin said that initially it
was because of his work, the
inoculation of children, that
brought him in touch with the
subject of circus for the dissemina-
tion his message. When Dr
Claquin asked around Bangla-
desh, he found that the situation
was different from that of fifteen
years ago. He first came to Bangla-
desh in 1972 -1973 as a fully quali-
fied medical officer and then he
was in charge of one 'thana’ for the
Bangladesh government in
Shairkandi, Bogra. He came back
later for the smallpox eradication
programme for ICDDRB, to work
for Matlab. Later he took his project
to Sirajganj. Dr Claquin's focus is
to improve the access of people to
health care and has worked before
in Central Africa. He is basically an
epidemiologist who works to
eradicate cholera, small pox and
guinea worm and now for the last
four years, poliomyelitis.

Dr Claquin has held photo
exhibits before in Bangladesh in
2000 with 45 portraits of various
Bangladeshi people; this was
followed by the Berlin Wall exhibit
at the Goethe Institut on the east-
ern part of the Berlin Wall, at a time
when the Berlin Wall was being
destroyed. Various unknown
artists had painted the eastern side
of the wall and this was important
for the deep political criticism, the
ecological concern, and the touch-
ing concern for where the world
should in fact be. Forty-five pic-
tures had been presented there
and the difficult part was to provide
the suitable captions to make the
young local people comprehend
what had happened long time ago
as the paintings appeared some-
what abstract without the neces-
sary historical background. Dr
Claquin's attention had been

earlier drawn to the Shariakandi
scenario as a major part of it has
been eaten up by river erosion. |
incidentally, he had taken pictures
of this phenomenon when he had
accompanied Tanvir Mukammal,
for the latter's film on the Jomuna
River, and had lived with 14 other
peopleinaboat.

Speaking about how this pres-
ent exhibition had become a part of
the current "Chhobi Mela-11", Dr
Claquin said that Dr Shahidul Alam
of "Drik" had invited him to partici-
pate in it. At first he was a little
reluctant as there was already an

exhibition on the circus by an
Indian photographer in "Chhobi
Mela 1". Dr Shahidul Alam was the
one who had selected 33 of his
photographs for the occasion at La
Galerie, AF. Asked to elaborate on
the "Chhobi Mela" Dr Claquin said
that the exhibit was being held in
15 different places in Dhaka and
comprised of the works of both
local and foreign photographers;
that it was being held to give the
public of a Dhaka an opportunity to
see many different photographic
exhibitions. This is free and all
clustered in the city, giving an
international focus on south Asia. It
is an incredible initiative, he said,
and alot of work to organize s.

Dwelling on why he had chosen
black and white and why he had
not gone in for colour, whether it
was to add drama and if it was
more of a challenge, Dr Claquin
said, "Yes, but there is a debate on
whether black and white is more
dramatic or not, as people some-
times feel that black and white
sometimes introduces more
drama, more romantic view, while
others say that it is little bit superfi-
cial, easy, and that it is, if one may
take a more prestigious example,
Sebastao Salagado, is being
presented in "Chhobi Mela-1', who
has been criticized for making
developments and there were the
difficulties at times, when he deals
with situations like war etc. making
it too aesthetic and pleasing. For
me that was not the idea. Earlier |
had mostly used colour but here |
used black and white because | felt
that it would help focus on the
subject and there would be less
distracting elements. Circus can
have a lot of colours so that | felt
that black and white would help
bring the eyes of the people, look-
ing at the pictures, to be more
focused on the subject and con-
centrate more on what really was
happening at the scene. Also,
there is another element in black
and white as one can use 400 ASA

TERa
it

(which means the sensitivity of the
film) and it means that you don't
have to use a flash even when you
have poor lights and have to condi-
tion it with the darkness around. It
might be more difficult if you doiitin
colours. Primarily the choice of the
black and white was to help focus
on the subject and it was also the
fact that it might be a little bit easier
to take the photos."

Discussing the most difficult
shots that he had taken, Dr Claquin
said, "Any time there was fast
action, weather it was the trapeze,
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where we had people falling or
cycling over the rope, where there
was a net below, people doing
conjuring tricks, sawing the blades
on the people etc., which were a
little bit technically difficult techni-
cally that is. My main concern was
how to show the interaction
between the singer, dancer, other
performers and the public.

"Again | had to find out how to
do it in a way that would present
the reality, and at the same time,
does not leave any misunder-
standing. As you know, female
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dancers and singers generally
leave some misconceptions.
People feel that they are a bit too
sensuous or that they are flirting
with the public etc. This is not true
as there is a tremendous pressure
on the circus to entertain the peo-
ple, and one is sorry about this
misunderstanding. The circus
people feel discontented that the
quality of the act is getting some-
what 'cheap' and that they do not
get the respect that they deserve.
However, at the same time, if the
circus of three hours does not
show an hour of dancing, some
people may become very riotous
and restless and want a return of
their tickets. They come to the
circus, in fact, to see young danc-
ing girls as a part of the show. My
difficulty was how to show this in a
way that reflects the reality of life in
the circus without opening the door
to any criticism. "

Asked how the viewers would
take such an exhibition during
Ramzan, as one might miscon-
strue this at the present juncture,
Dr Claquin said, " The circus does
not work during the Ramzan and
the authority did not chose the date
of the 'Chhobi Mela-11" much
before. In this exhibition, the public
may, in fact, raise their eyebrows
somewhat. Yet, anyone who has
watched the circus will find animals
like the elephant; jokers, the
singer, the dancer, the trapeze
performers a pale rendition of what
actually happens in a circus. | don't
think that there is anything in my
exhibition that would offend the
sensibility of the viewers. We from
overseas are attuned to the sensi-
bilities of the viewers in Bangla-
desh. We felt that it would interest
anybody and attract a lot of view-
ers. The dancing girls have been
treated in a respectful way. | feel
that it is for the public to decide; |
think that the exhibit is perfectly in
line with what one may have felt
about the circus performance in
the Bangladesh rural areas."

Asked if had faced any difficul-
ties when he had gone about his
work for his exhibition Dr. Claquin
said,"” As a matter of fact, no. | was
absolutely surprised and it is clear
to any viewer that it has taken a lot
of time and preparation to find out
who was doing what in the circus,
the subject of the exhibit i.e. | and
my colleagues and friends, who
accompanied me, were accepted
by the owner, managers and
performers of the circus with open
arms. What | did was the minimum
that | could do, although | took
thousands of pictures out of there
has been a selection of 330f them,
which had been selected by Dr
Shahidul Alam of 'Drik'. | had given
a copy of each picture to the art-
istes so that everyone has a por-
trait of his act with lamination (so
that the pictures would last longer).
My dream is to give each of the
artistes a copy of the book, which is
going to be published in future. |
hope to sign up for this with UPL.
The most interesting part of the
book for me is the interview with
hundreds of artistes, the mangers
and the owner of the circus. We
have them on tape, beginning with
a questionnaire along with the
answers. | have so far 50 to 60
cassettes to this end portraying the
life in the circus. | hope | shall be
able to convey and express the
right image of circus life in the
book. The aim of the book is to
give a voice to the people and
provide them an opportunity for
the Bangladeshi public to under-
stand what circus people have to
say for themselves: how they
perceive the public and how they
see their own lives as they suffer
so much to make a living. The
book will be to introduce all the
circuses in Bangladesh, with
accompanying commentaries with
the circus people expressing
themselves."
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