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The complete works of
Mahmudul Haque: The
chorus of a unique sun

His works have
become special
through the
magnificence
of his stories,
the novelty

of his literary
style, the
intricate craft
of language,
and an
unconventional
approach

to writing
dialogue. From
the society
surrounding
him and the
times that he
experienced,
he was able to
unearth human
hopelessness,
personal
existential
crises, and the
mysterious
feeling of love
for life.
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DILWAR HASAN

Mahmudul Haque was a writer
who championed the modern and
independent stream of Bangla
literature. Recently, Bangla
Academy published the complete
works of Mahmudul Haque in
four volumes. This important
publication was edited by writer
and Mahmudul Haque researcher,
Abu Hena Mostafa Enam. Enam has
also written the complete biography
of Mahmudul Haque, Kothashilpi
Mahmudul Haque and the book of
essays, Mahmudul Haque: Srishti
o Shilpo. In the past, he has edited
Ogronthito  Golpo:  Mahmudul
Hagque , and Alochhayar Jugolbondi,
Mahmudul Haque Soron-e.

It can be said without a shred of
doubt that Mahmudul Haque is a
unique writer in the pantheon of
Bangla literature. Unfortunately,
he wrote only for a decade.
Nevertheless, Haque was engaged
in literature for much longer.
Primarily a novelist and storyteller,
Haque made his mark by penning
new creations in a symphony of
stories and incomparable prose.
His works have become special
through the magnificence of his
stories, the novelty of his literary
style, the intricate craft of language,
and an unconventional approach to
writing dialogue. From the society
surrounding him and the times
that he experienced, he was able
to unearth human hopelessness,
personal existential crises, and the
mysterious feeling of love for life.

His characters are brought to
life through humane values. They
are from the lower and upper
middle class of society, they are
jobholders, they are unemployed.
His characters include prostitutes
and their pimps, the people living
on the margins in slums, even
teachers living on a bare minimum
wage, rural doctors, bohemians, and
people of random occupations. His
works encompass the sad reality
of city life, the cruelty, the trudge,
the mismatch, selfishness, and self-
centredness as well. People from
Old Dhaka have appeared in his
stories, as have characters from
Bikrampur. The natural beauty,
geographical features, regional
dialects, and the psychology of the
rural underclass of Bikrampur have
been reflected in his writing. In an
interview, Mahmudul Haque said
that the villages of Bikrampur are
incomparable, especially during
monsoon. He loved Bikrampur. His
favourite places were Bhagyakul,
Bajrajogini, Louhajang, Tarpasha,
Ichapura, and Modinimandal.

The characters in his novels and
stories are excited, beloved, failed,
penniless, and without promise, all
at the same time.
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Mahmudul Haque was born in a
place called Barasat in 24 Parganas
district of West Bengal on November
16, 1941. His father is Sirajul Haque,
his mother is Mahmuda Begum.
Mahmudul Haque got married on
April 2, 1967 to Hosne Ara Begum.
She was called Kajol by her loved
ones. She died on December 9, 2007.
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In 1947, his father came to this
country alone with the anguish of
Partition heavy in his heart. His wife
and children followed him to Dhaka
in January of 1951.

Mahmudul Haque was never
quite interested in institutional
education. In his childhood, he went
to a handful of schools in Barasat. He
completed his matriculation from
West End High School in Dhaka,
and admitted himself to Jagannath
College for his intermediate studies.
On July 21 of 2008, the writer
breathed his last.

His favourite books were the
Ramayana and the Mahabharat.
His reading list consisted of Satinath
Bhaduri, Kamal Kumar Majumdar,

Amiya Bhushan Majumdar,
Manik  Bandopadhyay, Michael
Madhusudan Dutt, Rabindranath
Tagore, Jibanananda Das,

Buddhadeva Bose, Sudhindranath
Dutta, Samar Sen, etc. He would also
read Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Gogol,
Gorky, Allan Poe, Joyce, and Thomas
Mann.

His first work was a story called
“Durghotona”. His first novel was
Byadho o Nildupur, but he never
completed it. His second novel
was Droupodir Akashe Pakhi.
The latter was never published.
His first published novel was Onur
Pathshala, published in 1973 under
the name Jekhane Khonjona Pakhi,
in accordance with the publisher’s
wishes.

His other novels include: Nirapod
Tondra (1974), Jeebon Amar Bon
(1976), Chikkor Kabuk (1979), Kalo
Borof (1992), Matri Jahaj (1996),
Khelaghor (1988), Oshoriri (2004),
and Patalpuri (1981).

His anthologies are Protidin Ekti
Rumal (1994), Mahmudul Haque
er Nirbachito Golpo (1999), and
Ogronthito Golpo (2010).

His writing has repeatedly
featured the Liberation War,
especially in Jeebon Amar Bon,
Khelaghor, Oshoriri, and Patalpuri.

The way Partition had struck
people at the heart of their spirits
and thrown them into an endless
chasm was sincerely captured in
Kalo Borof. It also portrayed the
horrific pictures of communalism.

When speaking about Mahmudul
Haque, famous writer Sunil
Gangopadhyay wrote, “He has
the ability (o establish lordship
over Bangla prose.” According to
writer Shawkat Ali, Haque explored
newer and newer horizons without
abandoning tradition. Prominent
litterateur Hasan Azizul Huq said
that he is a big writer within all of
Bangla literature.

His novel, Kalo Borof, was
translated to English by Mahmud
Rahman, and published with the title
Black Ice by New Delhi publishers,
Harper Perennial.

Mahmud Rahman also translated
to English the stories Chheratar
and Protidin Ekti Rumal. His novel,
Khelaghor has been adapted to
film. In 1977, he received the Bangla
Academy Award. An incredibly
friendly person with a penchant for
telling stories, Mahmudul Haque
was a gold trader by profession. He
had a skill in identifying rare gems.
He used to run the family owned

QPR ET
NSNE

COLLAGE: MAISHA SYEDA

gold business, Tasmen Jewellers.

He had lived an aristocratic,
tasteful, and colourful life. At the
young age of 44, he left writing to
2o on a self prescribed exile. He was
silent for years on why he picked this
life of solitude. Later, he said in an
interview that writing had become
monotonous for him, and everything
started to feel meaningless. What
he’s doing, why he’s doing it, and
what all of it leads to, whether or not
any of this means anything, these
are the things he wondered. In a
different interview, he said humans
are incapable of original thought
after the age of 40. After 40, a person
turns into someone different.
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The first of the four volumes of
the complete works of Mahmudul
Haque includes six of his novels:
Onur Pathshala, Nirapod Tondra,
Jeebon Amar Bon, Chikkor Kabuk,
Khelaghor, and Kalo Borof. It also
includes relevant information about
Mahmudul Haque, his books, his
works, his life, and the study of his
work. These are also included in the
other volumes.

The second volume includes the
novels Matir Jahaj, Oshoriri, and
Patalpur, the anthologies Protidin
Ekti Rumal, and Ogronthito Golpo.
The third volume is made up of
short stories and fairy tales, poetry
and rhymes, various prose geometry,
conversations, diary entries, and
scribbles.

The fourth volume comprises
various  prose  geometry, his
incomplete stories, and translated
stories and novels. Mahmudul
Haque translated Paul Horgan’s
selected stories, stories by Juan
Rulfo, a novel by Walter van Tilburg
Clark titled Shwapod, and a novel by
Stephen Baker with the title Juddho
Jokhon Shesh Holo. These were
included in the fourth volume. He
has also translated stories by Soviet
writer Ilya Ehrenburg, but those
could not be included as they were
unlocatable.

To arrange the works of
Mahmudul Haque, chronological
order was maintained. Every volume
has its own introduction. The covers
were illustrated by Sabyasachi Hazra.

The publication of the complete
works of Mahmudul Haque by
Bangla Academy is undoubtedly
a matter of joy for literature
enthusiasts, readers, critics, and
researchers. If one sets their eyes
on these four volumes, they can
easily ascertain that it was edited
with diligence, hard work, and a lot
of heart. I would like to express my
unfettered gratitude to the editor
and Bangla Academy.

This article was originally
written in Bangla and has been
translated by Azmin Azran.

Dilwar Hasan is a writer, translator, and
journalist. He was a sub editor and staff
reporter at Sangbad till 1987. Among his
short story collections are Adam Ebong
Eve-er Galpa (2010), and Janakirno
Gulistane ~ Jadubastobater =~ Mahola
(2019). He has translated the works of
Alberto Moravia, Umberto Eco, Harukii
Murakami, and Issac Singer. Some of
his stories have been anthologised in
Nirbachito Premer Golpo and Nirbachita
Muktijuddher Golpo.

S50 L
INTHI

\T}
DAY

BOOK REVIEW: FICTION

DESIGN: MAISHA SYEDA

A mastertul portrait of
normalised misogyny

and sexism

Review of Claire Keegan’s ‘So Late in the Day:
Stories of Men and Women’ (Grove Press, 2022)

MAJID MAQBOOL

Award winning Irish writer Claire Keegan
is a master of short fiction. Her previous
novel, Small Things Like These (Grove
Press, 2021), at 116 pages is the shortest
ever novel to be shortlisted for the Booker
Prize 2022, and won the Orwell Prize for
political fiction and Irish Novel of the Year.
Her novella Foster (Faber & Faber, 2010)
was adapted into a film, Cailin Ciuin (The
Quiet Girl) in 2022 and went on (o receive
an Oscar nomination. The film version of
Small Things Like These, starring Cillian
Murphy, is slated to be released next year.

Keegan’s short stories and novellas
are a masterclass in brevity and narrative
precision without compromising on the
literary quality. Anthony Cummins in a
recent interview profile of Keegan for The
Guardian noted that her five books to date
run to just 700 pages and some 140,000
words.

Her latest short fiction, So Late in the
Day, was first published as a short story last
year in the New Yorker. Readers can listen
to the story read out by Keegan herself on
the New Yorker Fiction Podcast followed
by an astute discussion of the story and
her overall work with George Saunders
who admires her writing. The short story
was recently published as a standalone
hardback by Faber.

So Late in the Day is an astute, layered
examination of the casual misogyny
and sexism that undoes any chances
of happiness in the troubled life of the
main protagonist. Keegan has herself
experienced it while growing up in Ireland
where misogyny was rampant-till 1985,
contraception was banned, and marital
rape was legal until 1991.

The protagonist Cathal, who works for
the Arts Council in Dublin, has internalised
casual misogyny, becoming a part of his
self, which is also reflected in his everyday
life and encounters with other women. His
shortcomings and careless attitude towards
women ultimately deprives him of a happy
family life and prospect of a marriage. His
Irench fiancé Sabine sees through him,
even questioning his attitude towards
women, and ultimately decides to leave him.
Cathal’s colleague Cynthia also tells Sabine
that for some Irish men women are “are
just... whores and bitches”. Although Cathal
shows some willingness to apologise and
does so to her for his insensitive behaviour
on one occasion but in the end he can’t
repress the shortcomings in his character.
He is the way he is.

There’s a telling scene in the story which
is in fact autobiographical, Keegan told the
Irish Times in a recent interview. When she
was a child, her brother had once pulled a
chair from underneath her mother and she
had fallen backward onto the floor. When

her mother fell, her brother and her father
just laughed.

“My own brother did this to my mother
when I was a child, and it was treated so
casually, as though litde or nothing had
happened,” she said. “It stayed with me
all my life. The incident reappears in the
short story and is masterfully deployed as
a crucial scene to reveal the misogynistic
tendencies and sexist attitudes normalised
in Cathal’s family.

Keegan’s fiction is full of understated
knowledge, restraint and subtext, lending
the stories greater meaning and heft
achieved in shorter length. So Late in the
Day is not an exception. The story stays
with you long after you've read it. You even
empathise with her complicated characters,
their flaws and the circumstances they find
themselves in.

Keegan has been teaching creative
writing for the past 30 years. She thinks the
opposite of what creative writing classes tell
people—to express themselves: “You should
learn restraint. McGahern said that all good
writing is suggestion, all bad writing is
statement.”

The seeds of this story were sowed as
a writing exercise in one of her creative
writing classes. She has said in her interviews
that submitting her short fiction to writing
competitions with word restrictions at the
start of her career taught her “not to make a
story longer than it needed to be.”

So Late in the Day is just over 6000
words (64 pages), but every sentence, every
dialogue is layered and pregnant with
meaning. There are no needless descriptions
and longer passages of overwrought prose.
Casual conversation between characters and
taut dialogue reveals, and also withholds,
as much as is required to keep the reader
fascinated and hooked to the story.

Keegan believes that reading is rereading.
So Late in the Day is proof that in the hands
of a deft, masterful writer like Keegan, a
short story, or a novella, can convey more
and be more richly rewarding than many
contemporary brick-size novels that could
have been shorter. What is not said and
only suggested in her fiction conveys more
meaning, expanding the imagination and
deepening the engagement of the reader.
Keegan believes that a reader completes the
story. As soon as you finish reading So Late
in the Day, you will want to read it again.
The second time is more rewarding, helping
unlock doors of meanings that seemed shut
in the first reading.

If you haven’t read Claire Keegan earlier,
and only read So Late in the Day, you would
want to read everything she has written
before. And, like me, eagerly wait to read
everything she will write in future.

Majid Magbool is an independent journalist
and a writer based in Kashmir.

DAILY'S

bOOKS

TAR

4

* Book news

What kind of submissions do we
accept for DS Books?
* Book reviews

* Reading lists
* Essays/reflections (on books)

, Where should you email us?
- thedallystarbooks@gmail.com




