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Eleven years of bliss

Durba Chowdhury speaks on her experience at

Visva Bharati

NADIA SARWAT

.................................................

From 1976 to 1987, Durba Roy
Chowdhury spent much ofher days
in the inspiring and idyllic milieu of
Visva Bharati at Shantiniketan. A
devoted classical and Rabindra
Sangeet artiste and trainer, Durba
replicated her Visva Bharati expeni-
ence at her own music school
'‘Gayoki'. In a recent conversation,
the artiste shared her fond memo-
ries of Shantiniketan with The Daily
Star.

Bom in a culturally oriented
family in Kolkata, Durba was
exposed to music at an early age.
She also received intensive training
in both classical music and Tagore
songs. She completed the Sangeet
Pravakar, a five-year diploma
course fromAllahabad.

“My mother (also a classical
singer) wanted me to take formal
training on music from Visva
Bharat. However, it would not be
true to say that music lessons are all
[ got from there. I learnt much
more; it was a way of life, a unique
worldview. Without any doubt,
those years were the best in my life.
‘Divine bliss' is how | would term
thisunparalleled period in my life.”

The artiste gets nostalgic about
special days atVisva Bharati: Pahela
Baishakh (The Bengali New Year),
Poush Mela (Winter fair), Borsha
Mangal (Welcoming the mon-
soon), Basanta Utsab (Spring festi-
val) and manymore.

"Out there it seemed that we
were always readying ourselves for
festivals all round the year. All stu-
dents had to parucipate in these
programmes. Most days the after-

noonswentinrehearsals.

‘On Pahela Baishakh, anightiong
eventon classical music is held every
year. Basanta Utsab was an event
where people (between the ages of
three to forty) participated in a rally,
which ended at the Amma Kunja
(mango orchard) in the institute.
Everyone dancing to the song O re
grihobashi, khol dar khol, laaglo je
dol. Then begins the jalsa, featuring
songs and dance performances. In
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Durba Roy Chowdhury

the end, we all showered each other
with abeer (color). After the event, we
used to chitchat in small groups;
there were songs as well

“On the seventh day of the Ben-
gali month Poush, begins the three-
day Poush Mela; the main attraction
1S @ musical programme featuring
Baul songs. In our time, Bauls from
the entire Birbhum area joined the
grand event. Another attraction was
the amazing fireworks, which went
up and down the sky, creating
images of Tagore or Nazrul.

"The indigenous community of
Shantiniketan, mostly the Santals,
displayed their handmade prod-
ucts at the fair. The Santal women
also took part in a special dance,
putting one's hand on other's waist
--aperformance worth watching.”

Asked if she cherishés any partic-
ular incident at Shantiniketan, the
artiste smilingly says, "As [ was a
young girl then, it all seemed quite
romantic to me; it's hard to single
out one. However, on the personal
front there are memories that stand
out: I remember convocation day
when [ received my certificate from
the then Prime Minister of India,
[ndira Gandhi.
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"Another aspect is the informal
relationship between teachers and
the students at Visva Bharati, it was
more like parent-child relationship.
[ had the opportunity to learn from
personalities like Kanika
Bandopadhyay, Neelima Sen,
Ashesh Bandopadhyay, Gora
Sarbadhikari, Arup Ratan
Bandopadhyay, VV Wajelwar and
others. 'Mohor di' (as the students
used to call Kanika Bandopadhyay)
was an excellent teacher. In a 40-
minute class, she made almost 40
students learn a complete song --
flawless, no matter how tough the
songwas. Herteaching method was
easyand effective.”

We were privileged to meet mae-
stros such as Pandit Ravi Shankar,

Pandit Gyan Prakash Ghosh Pandit -

Jasraj, PanditV.G Jogh.

Durba has replicated this teach-
Ing methodology at her own music
school, Gayoki -- established in
1992. "We are like a family. I try to
teach my students in simple and
Inspiring ways. I try to instil a
sense of right and wrong in them
from a young age so that they can
emerge as good human beings,"
she concludes.
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The basic thing to understand about
Rabindranath Tagore, says Lala Rukh
Selim, of the Department of Sculpture,
DU, is that he was active in almost every
field of culture, "He contributed to almost
every field of culture, specially the devel-
opment of modern literature, music, fine
arts, etc. of Bengal, Regarding his contri-
butions to fine arts of Bengal, he has
contributed uniquely; He was present
during one of the crucial stages of Bengal
art, when the people of Bengal realised
anew that India had a unique cultural
past and the artists of Bengal wanted to
go back to the past and bring it to the
present context, with transformations
which gave rise to the Bengal School.
When Abanindranath Tagore and others
established the Bengal School of Art,
Rabindranath was active at thattime."

As Rabindranth Tagore had been to
Europe a few times, and been exposed to
the Art of Europe, and had gone into a
different phase with the Expressionists,
Cubists and Fauvists, he came into some
conclusions about what the role of an
artist was and what the end of art truly
was, "Tagore came to his own conclu-
sions and differed from the Bengal School
of artists. They created art due to some
socio-political causes and wanted to say
things through that art. But
Rabindranath thought art should be the
complete expression of an individual. It
should not have a didactic purpose
behindit,” she adds.

“If we look at his art we know that he
was active as an artist in the last 20 years
of his life. He created about 2500 art
works. He did paint before that but he
started regularly painting from 1928. We
also knoxyﬁat Rabmdr?nath had already
matured«Mm'terms ofdis mntr"buunn to
literature and music," says Lala Rukh.

Rabindrnath's art, says Lala Rukh is
related to his different expressions of
culture, His art grew out of his maturity
and a way of expressing himself-- what
was unexpressed in his literature, she
says. 'Theexpression we find in his paint-
ing is much more free from consider-
ations of society. He was already an estab-
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Bengal's first modern artist
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lished figure, and he had to live to a cer-
tain rolein his literature. In art he was free
from all those restrictions. That is what he
always stressed :Thatan artist should give
expression to the person within, says Lala
Rukh.

His art evolved from his writings. He
used to cross out pieces of his manu-
scripts and by joining the parts, his art
grew out of the crossing outs. It grew
out of his subconscious, as one does
not consciously cross out parts of a
manuscript, says Lala Rukh. The Surre-
alists believed with Freud that the con-
scious if suppressed, maybe expressed
through our art, she says. "It puts a lot
of insight into the mind. Thus
Rabindranath's art began with his pen

and ink. He even used:colouts that e

made himself and which did not 'last
long. He felt free to experiment and
step on to areas which had not been
stepped onto before. We can say he was
truly the firstmodern painter of Bengal.
No one before him had painted with
that much of freedom. In his educa-
tional establishment in Santiniketan he
encouraged people to experiment and
discover themselves. We find his stu-
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Self portrait by Rabindranath Tagore

dents like Nanda Lal, Ram Kinkor Baij
and Binod Bihari practising there and
experimenting at will.”

One can classify his art into three dis-
tinct forms: The landscapes that he did
which are very different from what peo-
ple are usually used to seeing; the por-
traits that feature faces, specially
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women's portraits; and the “phallic’
which present hidden eroticism, as Prof.
ShivNarayan Rai putsit.

"The paintings show that a person’s
ideas can mature in different medias.
Rabindranath did not learn the grammar
of art, but he knew the grammar of howto
express himself,” says Lala Rukh.
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