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Realism, surrealism and everything in between
Jackie Kabir explores worlds on some stories

T HE word Oshtorombha is in fact
zero, It is Papri Rahman's third
collection of stories and her fifth
book. Papri Rahman carries the banner
of a writer, an editor and a critic, quite
camfortably. She doesn't write about the
issues related to women which we com-
monly see in other contemporary writ-
ers, as she claims. Whenever she finds a
story that is out of the ordinary, she tries
to colour it in the canvass of story telling.
I'his makes her somewhat different from
other female writers that we come
ACTOSS.

The book Oshrorombha has eight
stories, six of which are in a rural setting;
and the remaining two are narrated from
an urban point of view. One of the sto-
ries, Shodh, depicts how a village woman
takes revenge on her husband's second
wife by urinating on her bed. It is a tem-
pestuous night when the first wife is
given shelter at their place. Everything is
going on as usual, except that when she
leaves the bed it is wet with a pungent
smell. Both Hasna and Mohor Ali were
astonished at the occurrence. Another
story, Utshob, is the tale of a husband
acquiring a second wife without the
permission of his first wife, This is done
on the pretext of his wife not being able
to give birth to a boy. Before Moijuddi
can bring his new bride home Fulmoti,
the first wife, takes all her four daughters
to the railway station and makes them lie
down. This story has a parallel text of
verses along with prose, which is

Oshtoromava
Papri Rahman
Dorpon

unusual in Bengali writing. Most of her
other stories are about female sensitivi-
ties -- how a woman develops a kind of
intimacy with a man while her husband
shows little or no interest in her. When
the husband finds out about it she is

maltreated by him and as result she kind
of welcomes death unduly, Such is the
subject of her story, Lucifer O Paira
Barta.

Meghhin Raat Chhilo Purno Grash
Chhad Chhilo is about a little girl work-
ing In a house and being sexually
molested by the teenage boy of the
family night after night. The boy gets up
in the middle of the night to collect water
for the household as the supply will be
exhausted by the time daylight appears.
It is an all too common scene where the
weak are exploited by the strong. But we
also witness the resistance by the weak.
As the girl is thrown out by the landlady,
she goes to the shelter of a nearby slum
dweller. The boy goes to see her and gives
some money to her which she leaves at
the slum dwellers' bed as she leaves with
her baby. That is another way to protest
the wrongdoings of the strong and the
powerful of society. The narrator here is
the boy himself, which makes the story
ratherinteresting. Kamala Dighi, afable
about a queen getting drowned in the
lake when the king breaks his vow and
wants to be with her, This is the story
within the story of Kamalabati, an
elderly woman who is gang-raped by
some men as she does not allow them to
touch her divorced daughter. Like the
queen who drowns in the lake,
Kamalabati is immersed in the insur-
mountable pains of her life. That is
probably the reason behind the similar-
ity between the names in both stories. It

Is afeature known as 'intertexuality.’

All of Papri Rahman's stories have
female characters as protagonists. She
portrays the inhabitants of her tales
from every nook and corner of
Bangladesh. The dialects she uses are
sometimes difficult to understand on
the part of an ordinary reader. This
reviewer also feels that the writer uses
obscure imagery at times, Sometimes
the narration jumps from one person to
another. Other than that, we see the use
of magic realism and elements of folk-
lore in different stories. The complexities
of human life are used in an imaginative
way, even though the author claims that
shedoes notuse any imagination.

In the inner jacket of her book, Papri
Rahman maintains that she does not
expect her readers to be overwhelmed by
the stories nor does she want to be criti-
cally acclaimed by reviewers. She men-
tions all the theories that exist in litera-
ture, starting from realism to surrealism
to magic to comedy and many more
which cannot be easily labeled in the
world of literature. She adds that she
does not want these stories to be recog-
nized as one or the other, She urges her
readers to be the judge of what they find
in her stories, Her stories are for the
simplest of readers rather than for those
who claim to be 'literary canons.’

Jackie Kabir, writer and teacher, Is associ-
ated with The Reading Circle,

Tales of familiar dilemmas
Nausheen Rahman speaks of weaver's myths

HE ingredients of Anita Rau

Badami's Tamarind Mem are: an

interesting theme (the relation-
ship between mothers and daughters);
an engrossing story (told, in turns, by a
mother and her daughter), and recog-
nizable characters with familiar dilem-
mas portrayed with insight and poi-
gnancy.

Kamini, the elder daughter, first tells
her story. This narration is split in two
parts, which are alternately about her
present (her life in Calgary, Canada), and
in the flashback technique, much more
about her childhood as the daughterofa
railway engineer and his discontented
wife.

Kamini loved both her parents dearly
but never understood their strange
relationship. Her recollection about the
various houses and cities they lived in
(her father being a civil engineer in the
Railway, they had to move frequently),
and the kind of people she grew up with,
will ring a bell for many. This familiarity,
however, is accompanied by a sense of
wonder, because of the author's incisive
understanding ofhuman nature.

A mother-daughter relationship has
several shades: the love is often weighed
down by expectations, disappoint-
ments, recriminations. Badami's char-
acterization, coupled with her fluid
writing style, helps us to see and feel for
both sides. It's almost like you go inside
the minds of the two major characters
and think along with them (as they relate
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theirrespective tales).

Kamini's younger sister, Roopa, who
is very different from her in every way,
their “Linda ayah”, their usually taciturn
father, and Paul da Costa, an Anglo-
Indian car-mechanic, are just some of
the characters who complete the circle
of people in Kamini's life. The father
reveals a different side of his personality
when he is with his daughters; he is a
treasure-trove of stories with which he

regales them whenever he returns from
his work-tours.

After her father's death, Kamini goes
away to Canada to study, and in the cold,
lonely place her mother refers to as the
“North Pole", gets attacks of nostalgia:
“In real life, 1 reflected, you warmed
yourself on cold winter days in a foreign
land by pulling out a rag-bag collection
of memories”. Kamini's telephone con-
versations with her mother leave her
feeling lost. Her sister gets married and
their mother, Saroja, starts living a soli-
tary life.

Saroja decides to travel around her
country, India. This travelling is different
from the travelling they had to do every
time her husband got transferred. She
sends her daughters postcards from the
places she visits. There is a deep bond,
yet a distinct distance, between the
mother and her daughters, especially
Kamini. Each tries, in vain, to under-
stand the other.

Saroja, who has a very sharp tongue
and blunt manner (hence the appella-
tion “Tamarind Mem"), has had a hard
personal married life (though a very
comfortable existence otherwise, being
a high Railway official’s wife). She had to
give up her dream of becoming a doctor
when her parents married her off to a
man much older than her. This man is a
good provider and an affectionate
father, but does not, or cannot, satisfy
any of his wife's emotional needs, for
which she turns to an anglo car-
mechanic. When faced with the choice

of either living life the way she wants, or
resigning herself to the security and
comfort of her “normal” life, she does
not have the courage to choose the
former.

Saroja tells her story to some fellow-
female passengers as she travels in a
train. She does not hold anything back,
and in her customary outright manner,
tells them all. Now, we see the story from
a different angle. It is outlined in the
same pattern: reminiscing, then bits of
the present (with different reactions
from the different women in the com-
partment who listen to her story).

One of the passengers, a teenager, at
one point, comments “scornfully”, “I
would have walked out if I didn't like my
husband”, and an old lady replies “Going
away is the easiest thingin the world. Itis
like dying. Living is hard, to make this
small amount of time loaned to you by
the gods worthwhile is hard. The real test
is life itself, whether you are strong
enough to stay and fight”. The same
teenager later says “l am taking a holiday
from my mother. God knows what hap-
pens to parents when their children
growup”.

The book ends with Saroja preparing
to get off at her station. She says to her-
self, “If my companions are awake, [ will
smile farewell. Otherwise, I shall slip
away, leaving them with memories of an
old story-teller, aweaver of myths.”

Nausheen Rahman studied English litera-
ture at Dhaka University and is a teacher.

Begunpora, fish jhols, chhana --- all yours

Zakia Badrudduja is excited by a work on cuisine

C HITRITA Banerji makes us
happy and makes us remember
all the culinary traditions we are
heir to in this gem of a book. Indeed, it is
at the very beginning of Bengali Cooking
that you get to remember that certain
cultural aspect of your being. As a host,
you will likely implore the one visiting
you thus: “Do please grace my poor
hovel with your presence and share our
simple meal of dal and rice.,” Sounds
familiar? You bet it does, for who has not
heard of Bengali hospitality? It is as
spontaneous as is the manner in which a
Bengaliloves to eat with his family.

But this is not a mere book on the
variety that comes into Bengali food or
the preparation and consuming of it.
Banerji projects an essential component
of Bengali culture, on both sides of the
political divide, as it has developed over
the ages. Take, for instance, the way
cooking is undertaken in West Bengal
and Bangladesh. A Ghoti (and that is
exactly how Banerji puts it) will forever
have the feeling that the Bangals of
Bangladesh have absolutely no idea of
cooking: they ruin food by 'drowning it
in oil and spices' and 'even the best of
fish can be ruined by their peculiar habit
of adding bitter vegetables to it." At the
other end, the Bangals will declare with
gusto that the Ghotis "are the greatest
philistines on earth, who can cook noth-
ing without making it cloyingly sweet’
and in their hands ‘the freshest and most
succulent of fish will be reduced to
leather by the way they fryit...

Methods of cooking apart, it is a com-
monality of heritage that matters in the
preparation of Bengali food. And that
commonality encompasses something
that any inhabitant of Bengal will
proudly refer to as culture. Way back in
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1788, Sayyid Ghulam Husain Khan
Tabatabai noted that Bengalis consid-
ered the people of Maharashtra to be an
uncivilised lot because the latter did not
add phoron to their dal! That says a
whole lot about Bengali food, moving as
it does from such items as bharta,
begunpora and matarshak to fish jhols
and all the way up to polao and biryani.
There are, as you will have noted, even
before getting your hands on Banerji's
book, food lovers in all of Bengal. The
tradition, despite the inroads made by
western fast food concepts, has really
not been broken. Even if it is true that

quantity-wise the number of items on
the Bengali's menu may have declined
(Bharatchandra’'s eighteenth century
narrative poem Annadamangalkabya
speaks of 51 varieties of fish consumed
by Bengalis of the time), his capacity to
consume has not registered much of a
change.

Banerji's repertoire, for repertoire it
is, of the varieties of food items the
Bengali can prepare and serve to his
guests remains as it has by and large
been. Rice and fish continue to be staple
items for both Hindu and Muslim
Bengalis. Add to them vegetables like
aubergines, the many kinds of gourds
and the rather bitter leaves of the jute
plant and you get a fairly good idea of
the sheer innovation that comes into the
making and eating of food in historical
Bengal. Then comes the matter of the
ingredients that go into the preparation
of the food. Banerji informs us that since

the fourteenth century Bengalis have

relished eating rice drenched in ghee. Is
it any wonder then that the little pot-
bellyon the average Bengaliis perhaps a
most natural occurrence? In these
present times, rising prices and a
change in social circumstances may
have caused a fall in the use of ghee, but
waltch out for all those religious occa-
sions, Hindu as well as Muslim, and what
you have before you is splendour that
comes in the richness which only food
dipped in ghee can provide. In nine-
teenth-century Calcutta, the writer
notes for good measure, many 'great
feudal families would rather die than
serve food cooked in mustard oil, which
was considered fit only for the poor." A
hint of elitism here? Perhaps. But, again,
such elitism is what most Bengalis have
historically aspired to. The trend has
continued to this dav. Ever heard the

rude comments made by guests (and
this after they have already partaken of
the food at a wedding or some such
occasion) on the absence of spices or an
adequate amount of ghee in the prepa-
ration of the polao?

The medieval period of Bengali
poetry was the time when, as the writer
points out, elaborate meals began to be
prepared at home even when there was
no festivity involved. As a Bengali phrase
notes, during that period a proper ban-
quet comprised 66 dishes. And then,
through the passage of the times, as
politics took newer shapes, food began
to be a rather all-inclusive affair. The
arrival of the Muslims in the subconti-
nent was a point when certain new
touches, which in certain instances
meant new embellishments, were given
to food. In time, a Bengali Muslim cui-
sine developed. Onion and garlic
entered the Muslim Bengali kitchen, a
development that the Hindu Bengali did
not exactly look upon with favour. And
yet there was common ground else-
where. It was in the preparation of
sweets that both Hindus and Muslims
excelled, and continue to excel. Think
here of the many varieties of pithas,
together with such delicacies as the
sandesh, the rosogolla, the pantua, the
chamcham, the rosomalai, all of which

are prepared, wholly or partly, with

chhana. Such chhana sweets, or sweets
made from the solid part of curdled milk,
are 'Bengal's contribution to the Indian
universe of sweets.'

But let us speak no more. Go into the
book. And then into the kitchen. All in
the interest of historical tradition.

Zakla Badrudduja teaches and Is involved
in social work In London.

SeTshas it es i S RSSERS FETE ST FRddeeeRadd s En

Ll
L
1
-
L
L]
-
-

-
~
-
#
L
-

-

-

-

-
=
.

-
Ll

R sETsRAasdiss bR SRR AREAR T idd ddaanEnnER R T TRRARRE Ry

ELL L L e e ey e e e e e e D N

T o
L[y -..
-
i
L | P
- e
£ 0
G A
g
[y
A il oo
it e
F e
’ '
‘b ;
N i -
[N -
. -
AP
L A
-
b
A

STAR BGOKS REVIEW

e, - S 4
=iyl '-*-'11}'.-

.

L MUISTORY OF St
ARARB I'LOYILES

e . i
SO e f -
4 1 a1 :
v ] j

i L o I. = win e ok - !
| 4 \
E . ha M 3 II FE éig = '.I.‘ bt S G
| B el v +?‘}?i' - i
] I ] _*l;|.'.' AR AAS)

Y DUun
- ‘*'5-!.- -

|Il _P H
7S
& o g »
NV

‘ B, L i L k-7
nr | s __'.'_'# s101 4‘.":
. -~ i 4 Lo
4

g

1‘ E .-‘ g 2 -
Y eI REATIRI BN )

-

el A :r' .i}""" . ';..*.5,,.‘?_-:_- 1“?#' '-l.‘-_‘,'.:'. .'-___"-. -
4 o "“-' ;‘ﬁlﬁu . .'J;‘,'J ;‘-‘I-".?‘ 1e a

| Ii .'"1

THE STATE OF

]

L HISLORY OF FFTY
YEARS GF INDEPENGENCE

2y : - 1 f !
PN R S5 Ve il
Il":ar.‘" 1'4"- 11 of t

oty 1

..'-' ", A ,.:.ﬂ .: "‘I
the tfree . :
\.._.-' ae --:-IU. | :

R TE
that

- Ead e T i

" g ‘_ £ _+" {*‘ .23 e "-. e :‘: ‘. .; .
AS i ; ;-;;g._-_f:}k ,3& fft*; .' _"'e’__ﬁ#ﬁgz 5 t" oo
Th

: P PSS
i L .y - _':rI:_ '...
. (8 b il _. .I-l. -

Apre |"|'|'.'I.-” :

I - I'- - I' EI_ l": &
e o5 IFE o o : =J_ ..
. i JIL i ?' ] - __' x _'
r [ ¥ ¥ -+ b | -

»
IS 11

What diplomats should,
and should not, do

Syed Badrul Ahsan pities a fallen

ambassador

RAIG Murray lives these days in
quite pitiable conditions in
London with his Uzbek girlfriend
Nadira. In these past few years he has
been a candidate for a parliamentary seat
and then rector of a university. It was in
Blackburn that he took on Jack Straw, the
man he considers his nemesis, at the 2005
elections. He lost, but then he actually did
not expect to win. It was his way of getting
back at the man who he believes linked up
with the mandarins in the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office (Straw was then
foreign secretary) to deprive him of his
job as British ambassador to Uzbekistan.
In this account of his brief yet dramatic
period heading the British mission in
Tashkent, Murray defends himself against
all the accusations of improper conduct
on his part. His peers in the FCO believed,
and still believe, that his behaviour in
Tashkentwent beyond accepted norms of
diplomatic conduct. And they may well
be right. What clearly did not worry
Murray was that in his crusade against
corruption in Uzbekistan he was perhaps
discarding that very element of subtlety
needed to goad a regime towards change.
He freely spoke out against the repression
employed by the regime of PreSident
[slam Karimov, in sharp contrast to the
more restrained comments of other
diplomats in Tashkent, such as the US,
French and German ambassadors.
Indeed, he thought the British govern-
ment was ignoring his reports on the
human rights situation in Uzbekistan
and, in line with American policy on
global terrorism, was simply looking
away from the wrongs that Karimov and
his friends were regularly committing.
Murray certainly made things worse
for himself when, every time news came
to him of an incident somewhere in
Uzbekistan, he dashed off to the spot,
staff in tow, for a first hand account of it.
He constantly ran into trouble with Uzbek
police and heroically (that is the impres-
sion he tries to convey) skirted past them
in his drive toward a dissident's home ora
meeting planned by the anti-government
opposition. The Uzbek authorities got
exasperated, while back home at the FCO,
he was increasingly being considered an
embarrassment by those who manned
the Eastern Department. Straw, Simon
Butt and others take quite a number of
raps in this book. These people, Murray
argues throughout the work, were simply
closing their eyes to the terrible policies
that Karimov was pursuing in Tashkent.
Dissidents were boiled to death and some
were simply picked up late in the evening,
only to be dumped as dead bodies before
their homes at dawn. Murray's human
feelings come across poi tly here, but
they did not cut any ice with the British
diplomatic establishment in London. Of
course, it was much later (as the writer
points out) that he learnt about the rendi-

down hard on the Uzbek regime.

There is little question that Craig
Murray is much more than adiplomat. He
speaks openly of his fascination for
women, of the many times he ogled
young Uzbek beauties at the bars and
restaurants of Tashkent. When he meets
Nadira, she is working as a dancer in a
night club to supplement her income and
so help the family. Soon the two are in
love, despite the presence of Fiona, his
wife, and their children in Tashkent
Confronted by Fiona, he confesses and
tells her plainly he cannot turn his back
on Nadira. Fiona turns her back on him
and flies off to London with the children.
And then there are the bouts of illness, the
passings out, with Murray in hospital in
London. Meanwhile, his battles with the
FCO, where no one is ready to speakup for
him, continue. He turns up at the FCO,
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sits in the ambassadors’ waiting room
and dozes off. He peeps into a conference
of officials, cheerily says hello to them
and finds some of the men there posi-
tively hostile to him. He is in good health
now, he tells them, and plans to go back to
his duties in Tashkent. In the event, he is
prevented from doing so. Not long after,
heis dismissed from the Foreign Service.
It is the story of a sensitive man who
certainly has his heart in the right place.
The unfortunate part here is that in his
battles against the Uzbekistan regime, the
fine line berween diplomacy and the
crusading zeal in him often gets distinctly
blurred. The work ought to be seen as a

lesson on what diplomats posted abroad
should not do.

tion flights, authenticated by London and
Washington, to Tashkent that clearly may
have prevented the West from coming

Syed Badrul Ahsan is Editor, Current
Affairs, The Dally Star .




