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For the first time, Bangladesh Shilpakala 
Academy (BSA) is hosting the Munier Chowdhury 
National Theatre Festival. As per the Academy, 
16 theatre troupes will be selected for the 
festival from a 15-day production-based theatre 
workshop, already underway across the country 
in three phases.

On January 5, BSA held a gathering with theatre 

workshop directors from all 64 districts, where 
Director General Syed Jamil Ahmed provided 
guidelines for the festival and workshops.

Workshops are being held across multiple 
districts in Dhaka, Chattogram, Rajshahi, Khulna, 
Rangpur, Barishal, Sylhet, and Mymensingh 
divisions.

The third and final phase of the workshop, 
beginning on February 3 and concluding on 
February 17, will be held in Dhaka’s Madaripur, 
Barishal’s Bhola, and Chattogram’s Cumilla.

BSA launches 
Munier Chowdhury 
National Theatre 
Festival

Filmmaker Priyadarshan, who 
recently celebrated his 68th 
birthday, expressed his desire to 
direct Hera Pheri 3, which will 
feature the original trio of Akshay 
Kumar, Paresh Rawal, and Suniel 
Shetty.

On Twitter, Akshay extended 
his wishes to the director during 
his birthday and in response, 
Priyadarshan hinted at the 
development of Hera Pheri 3. 

Priyadarshan wrote back, 
“Thank you so much for your 
wishes, Akshay Kumar. As a gift 
in return, I am willing to do Hera 
Pheri 3. Are you ready, Akshay?” 

He also tagged actors Suniel 

Shetty and Paresh Rawal in his 
post.

The Hera Pheri franchise 
follows the financially struggling 

Raju, Shyam, and their landlord 
Babu Rao, whose lives change when 
they intercept a ransom call and 
plot to keep the money.

Priyadarshan confirms ‘Hera Pheri 3’ 
with Akshay, Paresh and Suniel Shetty

The British rock band Coldplay has set a 
Guinness World Record for the most-attended 
tour in history with their Music of the Spheres 
World Tour in Ahmedabad, India — surpassing 
that of Taylor Swift’s record for her Eras Tour.

Coldplay has sold more than 10.3 million 
tickets for its Music of the Spheres World 
Tour, which began in March 2022 with a 
performance in Costa Rica. With over eight 
months left on the tour, the band has the 
potential to break even more records, according 
to Guinness World Records.

Taylor Swift’s Eras Tour remains the highest-
grossing music tour, earning $2.07 billion 
despite fewer attendees. However, according to 
Guinness World Records, Coldplay also has a 
strong chance of surpassing this record.

Coldplay sets new 
Guinness record, 
surpasses Taylor 
Swift

This year’s Sufi Fest, orchestrated in collaboration 
with the Shahbaz Foundation and The Space, is 
geared up to become an event worth remembering. 

The event, with entry tickets available at three 
different price levels, will feature a variety of 
activities, including discussions, live Folk, Qawwali, Sufi 
Raqs, Sufi Hadra, and musical performances. Additionally, 
there will be various stalls, exhibitions, art sessions, and 
meditation experiences among other arrangements.

Date: Thursday, February 20

Time: 10am onwards

Venue: Ahsan Manzil Museum

‘Sufi Fest 2025’

WHAT’S THE HAPS?

CYRUS NAJI 

The latest was caused by the Bangla 
Academy’s recent cancellation of its awards, 
in the face of criticism of the selection. 
“To be honest, the entire system needs 
an overhaul,” said Farooki in his first in-
depth interview since joining the interim 
government. “The fellows who go on to 
crown the award recipients among the 
nominees are given only 30 minutes to 
decide. Now you tell me, is that enough time 
to research someone’s works?”

The adviser emphasised the importance 
of bringing new thoughts and ideas to the 
forefront. “Right now, Bangla Academy 
itself is an institution that needs to 
be remodelled philosophically and 
bureaucratically. Awami League created 
fellows according to their own preferences 
over the last 15 years. Imagine if someone 
with published works praising Hitler after 
the fall of Nazism were to receive a literary 
award – how would that seem?” 

Politics is nothing new for the filmmaker-
turned-adviser, who believes “filmmaking is 
a political job”. However, under the previous 
government, he said, he had to be careful 
when expressing his views on social media.

Asked about those views, Farooki cited 
the Gonojagoron Moncho in 2013, which he 
called “the beginning of fascism.” 

“They used to claim that if we believed in 
our Liberation War, we weren’t allowed to 
ask questions about it,” he said. “Isn’t that 
the same as what right-wing extremists say? 
They are the other side of the same coin.”

According to the adviser, the cultural 
sector suffered incessantly under Sheikh 
Hasina. He alleges that the previous 
pervasive self-censorship meant that no 
form of art was allowed to challenge the 
government in any way. 

When one of his films was blocked 
from release, he understood that he had 
been sent “a very dangerous signal”. “Even 
though I continued to voice my dissent 
on social media, I was also concerned 
about the safety of my family and me”. 
The interim government’s Commission of 
Inquiry on Enforced Disappearances has 
since received 1,676 complaints of enforced 
disappearances.

Things changed dramatically in the 
August of 2024. Two months after the 
uprising, Farooki was asked to join the 
government by Information Adviser 
Nahid Islam. Although he did not take the 
offer seriously at the time, he decided to 
accept it when he learned that the request 
came directly from the Chief Adviser, Dr 
Muhammad Yunus. 

“I decided to speak to the chief adviser, 
and I told him I didn’t want to take up the 
role, but within three minutes he convinced 

me,” the adviser recalled. “He said ‘Farooki, 
you need to do something for the nation.’”

Now in office, he has ambitious plans: 
he wants to restore Panamnagar and turn 
Cox’s Bazaar into a cultural capital, hosting 
arts festivals and colleges– “think of Cannes, 
think of Venice”, he said. 

Since taking office, he has prioritised 
workshops by different cultural 
organisations, holding concerts and 
festivals, and producing short films to 
publicise the interim government’s goals. 
“Theatre production workshops are taking 
place in different towns,” he said, adding 
that more than 150 different programmes 
across multiple disciplines have occurred 
in the last three months—sometimes 
focusing on Baul songs, sometimes on art 
exhibitions.

His mention of Baul songs raised the 
question of security: in various parts of 
the country, mazars (shrines) have been 
attacked by religious fundamentalists. In 
November, a Baul festival was cancelled by 
local authorities, citing security concerns. 
The adviser responded defiantly, “We will 
double the number of Baul events in a 
month,” but sought to downplay the threat, 
“They are not a general tendency,” he said. 
“If you consider that police forces are still 

being reorganised and compare the number 
of incidents to those under the previous 
government, you will see that we are doing 
really well.”

“In every country, there are some extreme 
right-wingers,” he conceded. “However, this 
narrative, in part, is propaganda spun by 
Indian media.” He added, “Sheikh Hasina 
was not a secular leader at all -- she used 
the mere notion of secularism to divide the 
nation. The Liberation War and secularism 
were shields to hide her wrongdoings.”

Nonetheless, many cultural figures 
in Bangladesh feel a natural affinity for 
the Liberation War and secularism. Are 
they now free to produce work with 
those themes? “If, as an artiste, you don’t 

challenge power and decide to make a film 
that suits the narrative of the government, 
that is called propaganda,” he said, adding 
that it was “a tragedy for art in general is 
when artistes don’t take the side of the 
oppressed, but the side of the oppressors.”

Whether artistes formerly aligned with 
the Awami League will continue to receive 
government grants for their films or theatre 
projects will depend, Farooki said, “on the 
scripts, but the formula they used before 
to get funds—praising Sheikh Hasina and 
Sheikh Mujib—that will not work.” Other 
than that, the adviser believes that one is 
now entirely free to create films or other 
artworks that criticise the government.

“We need to remind ourselves not to 
make the same mistakes as the previous 
government,” he said, stressing political 
and cultural inclusivity.

The adviser is now turning his attention 
to the country’s cultural heritage, neglected 
for decades; there is no national modern art 
gallery, and thousands of the best paintings 
by 20th-century masters languish unseen 
in institutional storage at Shilpakala and 
the National Museum. Apart from two 
rooms in the National Museum, there is 
no permanent display of modern art in a 
country prized for the quality of its art.

“There are 807 Zainul Abedin paintings 
dumped in a storage unit being destroyed,” 
he acknowledged. “Our cultural ministries 
never knew what their job was—they didn’t 
care or know how to project and protect 
Bangladeshi cultural heritage.”

Farooki has channelled his efforts for 
reform through the governing council of the 
National Museum, which controls six other 
museums across the country, appointing 
architect Marina Tabassum as chair. “She 
has been given the mandate and freedom 
to change our National Museum. We told 
Marina, ‘Please prepare the reform plan, 
even if it takes three years, as I believe 
whoever comes after the election will want 
to implement it.’”

The adviser acknowledged the budget 
issue in the museum sector. The room 
holding the National Museum’s collection 
of 807 Zainul Abedin paintings lacks a 
dehumidifier, for instance. 

However, many artists and curators 
argue that, without a dedicated National 
Gallery, it will be impossible to do justice 
to the wealth of Bangladeshi modern art. 
Farooki refused to be drawn on whether 
a new art gallery is needed. “We need to 
structure the curation and change the way 
we preserve things,” he highlighted, but left 
open the possibility of a new art museum.

Meanwhile, in early January, Farooki 
received notice he would be responsible 
for creating a new museum, in the 
site of old Gono Bhaban, dedicated 

to the July Revolution. This museum, he 
hoped, would be an “immersive” experience 
that would “take you on the traumatic 
15-year journey that Bangladesh went 
through.”  He has plans for a soft launch 
on August 5 this year, the anniversary of 
the uprising’s victory, after a nationwide 
open competition to choose 
the design.

A committee had 
already formed in 
November, with Ebadur 
Rahman as convener. 
That committee began 
making plans for 
the new museum, 
but principal 
responsibility was 
transferred to the 
cultural ministry in 
early January. The 
adviser described it 
as “a very important 
priority” for his 
ministry, and has 
already formed 
an advisory 

committee for the museum, including Mr 
Rahman, which will meet within a week.

Meanwhile, Mostofa Sarwar Farooki 
continues to struggle with a tight budget 
and a bureaucracy he described as slow 
and outdated: “They [the previous regime] 
destroyed the country’s cultural sector 

for over a decade,” he concluded. 
“Just imagine how much effort 

we’ll need to fix it.” Will he 
stay on to finish the job? “I 

don’t have any plans to be a 
minister”, the adviser said, 
“but I would be happy to 
be an informal adviser.” 

Cyrus Naji is a writer 
and researcher 
working in Dhaka.

‘The entire system needs 
an overhaul’

An exclusive with Mostofa Sarwar Farooki
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Since taking charge at the Ministry of Cultural Affairs, Mostofa Sarwar Farooki has faced a steep learning curve. The director 
has had to learn to navigate the complexities of government bureaucracy and a febrile political climate, where controversies 

are quick to erupt.

“Bangla 
Academy itself 

is an institution 
that needs to 

be remodelled. 
Awami League created 

fellows according to their 
preferences. Imagine if 

someone with published 
works praising Hitler after 

the fall of Nazism were to 
receive a literary award – 

how would that seem?”


