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The stigma attached to Bangladeshi writers
putting forth their thoughts in English
is not new. It is often frowned upon by
puritans of Bengali literature, acting as
‘gateleeepers’ raising questions on the
motives of the writers themselves.
Amidst the negativity, however,
budding Bangladeshi writers are coming
up with original, inspiring work which
puts into light the potential in youngsters
among us. On Days Like This, Stygian Ser-
endipity and Finding Chi are such books,
by Shaira Afrida Oyshee, Mugdha Chan-
drika and Rahul Haque respectively.
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Shaira Afrida Oyshee’s On Days Like This

AFSANA AZIZ NITOL

Barbara Wickham, OBE, has been the country di-
rector for the British Council, in Bangladesh, since
January 2015. She started her professional career
in 1978 teaching English as a foreign language

in Cairo. She further worked overseas teaching,
training and working in Spain, the United King-
dom (UK) and in China. She has been involved
with the British Council since 1989. Working in
countries induding Nepal, Pakistan, South Korea,
Ethiopia and Venezuela, Wickham had an exhila-
rating experience. Having served in Bangladesh for
four years, Wickham is now set to move to India.
We caught up with her to talk about her time in
Bangladesh and more.

How has your personal experience been working in
Bangladesh for the last four years?

I have had the opportunity to meet some incred-
ible people, including my colleagues, of course. I
also love the food here.

[ have been lucky to visit all ends of Ban-
gladesh, from Cox's Bazar to all the way to the
North. Unfortunately, it also means that it is time
to move on. However, | am pleased that I am not
going too far. | will have plenty of opportunities
to visit Bangladesh, since I am going to lead our

operation in India, which is one of the two largest
British Council branches in the world.

Tell us about the British Council and its vision.
'The British Council is the UK's international
organisation for cultural relations and education-
al opportunities. We have been in Dhaka since
1951. We work in four thematic areas - Women
and Girls, Education, Youth and Digital through
our work in Arts, English and Examinations and
Education and Society.

With the world changing so rapidly, [ want to
make sure that the British Council continues to
be relevant. We are emphasising on technology to

connect with the youth across the country:.

How has the British Council created opportunities
and platforms for the youth population here?
Through our projects Active Citizens and PRODI-
GY, we are developing and training young citizens,
who are actively working in different social
awareness projects to implement the SDGs in their
communities. Our many initiatives in developing
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| want to make sure that
the British Council contin-
ues to be relevant

— BARBARA WICKHAM

non chemical pest measures for local farmers,
supporting local union parishad and building
awareness around the Citizen's Charter and Right
to Information, have helped the youth to play an
active role in their local communities. We have
also built awareness about Thalassemia, an initia-
tive that the Egyptian government has picked up.

With Project EDGE (English and Digital for
Girls’ Education ), we have been teaching English
and basic computing skills to 9,000 rural adoles-
cent girls across eight divisions in Bangladesh. We
are also training young people to become more
technologically equipped with projects such as
micro:bit and FameLab. Our fraining on coding
is particularly focused on girls who often do not
see [T as a career choice, despite it being incredibly
flexible.

We have recently launched an improved Digital
Library for our library members across the coun-
try. With a Digital Library membership, anyone
can access a range of English articles, films, fash-
ion materials, graphic novels and literary works.
‘There are software training courses, e-books, and
audio books. We also have the latest newspapers
and magazines from across the globe.

Through working with government, gov-
ernment agencies, many local and UK partner
organisations, the British Council aspires to help
Bangladesh achieve its Vision 2021and fulfill the
Digital Bangladesh plan.

Tell us about your programmes in the arts. Is there
anything interesting coming up?

We recently produced a film based on Remeo and
Juliet which just finished touring across Bangla-
desh. We call it A Different Romeo and Juliet. 1t is

a collaboration between Graeae Theatre UK and
Dhaka Theatre, with a cast of deaf and different-
ly abled actors. In 2018, we partnered with the
South Bank Centre, UK, to bring the Women of
the World (WOW) festival series that took place in
Rangpur, Sylhet, Khulna, Rajshahi and Chatto-
gram. WOW showcased the stories of inspiring
women and girls from different walks of life, to

an audience of 22,000 through workshops, music
concerts, pop up performances, and storytelling
sessions at each of the festivals. This year, we

are hosting WOW Dhaka on April 5-6 at Bangla
Academy.
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immediately impresses at first glance with

its stunning cover illustration. The poems,
while similar in presentation to the works
of Rupi Kaur, is more than just homage to
the Canadian-Indian writer. “The moment I
stepped in to a completely unfamiliar city of
Melbourne alone, I started to find my muse
in the different characters in the city,” says
Shaira, who is currently a student at the Uni-
versity of Melbourne. Soon, her cognizance
would fill her notebooks with beautiful vers-
es, each with their unique quirks. The book
was first published by Journeyman Books in
the Frankfurt Book Fair 2018.

Bangladesh-based writer Mugdha Chan-
drika’s Stygian Serendipity reflects her passion
in dark poetry, portraying various aspects of
societal issues through the use of a deluge of
surrealism and realism. “I prefer to think of my
pieces as a blank canvas,” says Mugdha. “The
reader can derive their own meaning from it.”
The writer, who is an undergraduate student
of ULAB, says that she is more eloquent while
writing in English. Stygian Serendipity was pub-
lished by Panjeree Publications Ltd.

Finding Chi, written by Rahul Haque, is
his self-proclaimed struggle to convey the
incommunicable. The writer, who moved to
Dhaka from Toronto in 2014, is surprisingly
eloquent in his “fresh look at life’. While
the book's structure is more conventional
than the other two, it speaks of restlessness,
energy, paranoia and paradox. These books
are only three of the many English works
by young and talented writers, who could
bloom if given the support and appreciation.
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WHATCHYA' UP TO?, |

GONNA BUY A LOTTERY
OR SOMETHING?

YO, OISHIK!

JUST GONNA
CROSS THE ROAD. )

WISH ME
LUCK NOW!




