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Articulating myriad emotions A gem of an artiste

In conversation with Pragna Laboni In remembrance of Malika Pukhra

AUREEN AHSAN
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Pragna Laboni is gifted with a voice that evokes
mynad emotions. She is a dreamer, a passionate
artiste who knows how to work toward her goals,
and most importantly she believes in hersell.
Primarily identified as an accomplished recitor,
she juggles many roles with aplomb -- from
being an anchor to an actor, a director to a
scriptwriter, and a teacher to a loving mother.

Currently working as a teacher at the Univer-
sity of Liberal Arts and Daffodil University, she
epitomises the indomitable woman of every
girl's dreams.

On the occasion of International Women's
Day, Pragna talked to The Daily Star and shared
her views on the current position of women
around the world and in the media. Here are
some excerpts from the conversation:

The Daily Star (TDS): Do you feel we live in a
male-dominated society?

Pragna: Most certainly. This is true notonly of
our society, but the world over. However much
the lip service paid to the equality of men and
women, | strongly believe women are not
acknowledged with their rightful position and
privileges.

TDS: How did you comeinto the world of media?

Pragna: My father Shamsul Haque was a
university professor and I was brought up
amidst the vibrant cultural scene on campus.
My affinity towards the media was inherent, and
it was quite natural for me to choose this path.
My family was regularly involved with cultural
activities, and following their lead I walked into
the world of media.

TDS: Would you say you got full support from
your family?

Pragna: Absolutely. My family presented no
obstacles for me, and I am rather fortunate thatl
received their whole hearted encouragement.
My husband has been very supportive through-
out; being a media person he understands my
needs and obligations well.

TDS: Can you cite a few changes in the position
of women in the media now, compared to what
the situation was, say 15 years back?

Pragna: Previously very few young women
ventured into this profession, but nowadays a
lot of women are showing interest. Where quan-
tity has risen, the quality has deteriorated rela-
tively. Formerly, we had to give auditions and go
through a rigorous process of scrutiny. Itis much

dedication for work to the enchantment of
stardom and fame.

TDS: But at the same time, a lot of successful
female directors and scriptwriters are emerging
too.Whatis your opinion ofthem?

Pragna: I truly appreciate them and believe
more such women should join this industry. The
media needs talented women like themn. But at
the same time, the young artistes should acquire
proper training, guidance and experience in
order to maintain an, acceptable standard of
work.

KAVITA CHARANTJI, New Delhi

Late songstress Malika Pukhraj is best known for
her rendition of the nazm, Abhi to main jawan
hoon. However, many other interesting facets of
the great singer came to light at a recent
programme in Delhi, “A tribute to Malika
Pukhraj: The Magic of Malika Pukhraj from
Gramophone toradio-TVera.”

The evening began with author-scholar Pran
Nevile's speech on Malika, whose family he is
acquainted with. Some vignettes stood out:
According to a family member, the late singer
wore her signature sunglasses all the time to
conceal the wrinkles around her eyes. Another
side of the artiste was her embroidery skills and
her portrait of Guru Nanak, which is now at the
gurudwara in Toronto. Even more fascinating is
her encounter in PC Hotel, Lahore, with famous
artist MF Hussain, described by her grand-
daughter Roshaney Zafar in an article in Friday
Times of Lahore. Apparently Hussain expressed
interest in doing her portrait. Promptly Malika
questioned, “Can you draw?” and his answer
was positive. On the completion of the painting,
she responded with a punchline: “It proves how
poor yourartis.”

Nevile was effusive in his praise for Malika:
She had an abiding passion for music and was a
versatile artiste. In addition to ghazals, she
performed naghmas, nazms, dogri and pahari
songs. She spent time in Chamba to learn pahari
songs from some talented folk singers who
would come to her every evening for practice
and she would do riyaz every morning.”

Nevile then recalled when her new gramo-
phone records were released and her songs
played in shops in Lahore, crowds would gather
while the albums sold like hotcakes. He also
described Malika as a “feminist” for her insis-
tence that her two daughters have access to the
besteducation and later careers.

The evening wore on with the renditions of
Malika's songs by Rashmi Agarwal. Beginning
with the famous Abhi to main jawan hoon (by
lyricist Hafiz Jullundari), she went on to delight
the audience with other renditions such as the
naghma, Le ja wafa ke khwab mohabbat ka asra
(with lyrics by Ahmed Faraz) and ghazal,
Bezubani zuban na ho jaiye (lyricist Hafiz
Hoshiayarpuri).

Malika was born in the village Mirpur, 16

troversial term. I mean, why not fight for “hu-
man rights” rather than just “women'’s rights"?
That is our first identity -- people should firstly
try to recognise and respect us as human beings.
TDS: On a lighter note, how did you land up on
thesetsof“Aha!”?

Pragna: Acting is not my cup of tea but when
the director, Nirjhar, offered me the role in the
movie, | consented. I have written the script of
13 plays and directed them, written two books
but this was the first ime I acted inamovie.

TDS: Do you have any unfulfilled wishes?

properly educated. The family moved to Jammu
town, where she learnt Urdu and Farsi from a
distant uncle Gulzar Hussain Shah. Gifted with a
melodious voice, she was coached by Ustad
Allah Buksh (father of Bade Ghulam Ali Khan).
At the tender age of eight she joined the court of
Maharaja Hari Singh of Kashmir. She remained
there for nine years and performed at the coro-
nation ceremony of the Maharaja. Over the next
¢ight decades, she captivated audiences with
her superb command of thumri, ghazal, bhajan
and folk paharigeet.

Malika's talent was well recognised. In 1980
she was awarded the Presidential Pride of Per-
formance Award, Pakistan, in recognition of her
great service in the field of singing. In the mid-
1980s she was also awarded with the Legend of
Voice Award from All India Radio. Married to
Syed Shabbir Hussain Shah, she had six children
of whom two were girls. Tahira Syed, one of the
daughters, emerged as a well-known singer in
her own right.

Malika Pukhraj passed away in Lahore at the
age of92.
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