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Splintered Lives -- Adib Khan (Bangladeshi origin Australian Author)
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. of the human heart, from man’s capacity to inflict
! pain and cause death without thinking. My youthful
idealism about compassion and tolerance were
‘Q 93 ? shattered as | limped to Australia to begin my
migrant’s journey. That was a long time ago —
1973, to be precise.

SPLINTERED I—IVES The last time | went to Dhaka was in 1999. It

. was not a pleasant experience. It was a vast city,
Adib Khan teeming with people. Familiar landmarks had

Most migrants have a double image of home. One isdisappeared. The house I lived in for most of my

in the more obvious context of a current residénce ~ (€enage years had been demolished for a multi-
wider communal environment. The other is less Storied block of flats. The suburb of Wari was

tangible, a construct of the imagination for the MOStly unrecognisable. | was truly a stranger in a
diasporic self. Those of us who have experiencedStrange land. | returned to Australia feeling numb.

displacement carry within us a fixed image of apla Now, the ‘home’ | yearn for only exists in
probably very different to where we live. It is tiek memory. It is a series of images of a rambling two-
with what has been, a location which connects tis Wi storied building crowded with relatives who
a past that is, in L. P. Hartley's words, ‘a foreig influenced me and shaped my formative years. |
country’ where ‘they do things differently.’ recall snatches of conversations with friends and a
Nevertheless, this link is the all-important cooatie teenager’s secrets. There is a dusty backyard, with
for locating one’s identity. jackfruit and mango trees, where the grass never
grew because of improvised cricket and soccer
For me, ‘home’ has a multiplicity of meaning matches, which inflicted regular damage to the
embedded in a collage of images, none of which iswalls, doors and windows at the back of the house.
entirely satisfactory. The images are blurred and The pictures float silently in the briny mist of a
sometimes exist as fragments which can never reallypast, the veracity of which | sometimes question.
be pieced together because parts have gone misising. They are a composite of experiences in a familiar
is the migrant's experience of cultural dislocation landscape that has ceased to exist as an empirical
which has led me to this fractured sighting. Itdge  reality.

dissa’gisfaqtion. | have to carry the burden_c_Jf at pa Creativity is my therapy for the despair of
that is simultaneously strange and familiar, and gjienation and the trauma of emotional disquiet.
attempt to reconcile it with the reality of my pees  \yiting enables me to control Fate. Maybe, it is an
life. inadvertent act of revenge for the cruel joke

Destiny played on me all those years ago. ‘Memory
As one grows older, one ought to be calmer andis the mind's special theatre, wrote the poet,

feel settled in the cultural context of a community Giavia Paz. and it is from a front row seat in the

Why then, do I sometimes feel discontented and gditorium of the mind that | recreate the lifedsw
deprived? Perhaps it has something to do with my yestined not to live.

awareness of being a nomad, roaming the borderlands
of two distinctly different cultures, unable to aie
the boundaries of a permanent settlement.

| was born in Dhaka. | grew up there in thiela
1950s and ‘60s. It was a sleepy, peaceful townland
transitioned smoothly from St Joseph’s High School
to Notre Dame College and on to Dhaka University. |
intended to graduate, find an executive job in &n o

company with an uncle’s assistance, marry, have adih Khan was born in Dhaka, Bangladesh, where
children and live to a prosperous and contented oldpg jived until 1973 before moving to Australia. His
age. The thought of leaving Dhaka permanently nevers <t novel Seasonal Adjustments (19%%n the
occurred to me. My mistake was to anger Fate with cpyistina Stead Prize for fiction and the 1995
my complacency. commonwealth Writer’s Prize for Best First Book.
He is also the author &olitude of Illusion’s

Along came 25 March 1971. My future world (1996), The Storyteller (2000 omecoming (2005)
exploded with the violence that ultimately andSpiral Road (2007)Presently, he is doing Phd
dismembered Pakistan. | ran away from the darknessn Monash University.)
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J4 hello, is Tanisha there!
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p 7

r t@ 0 & French or Spanish.
J4 " was saying about Bangla. | said
impossible.

4 Great. By the way, Whats your plan for
weekend.

J4 [ Boring! My parents will go for Bangla Book
Fair. I am looking for something to getaway.

4 Got ya! | m‘going to Kathis house as she
arranged/a party there. Come join us.

J4 Umm! Let me thing.
4 Wat?
J4, Okl lwillgveitago....
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THE RICKSHA ARTS OF BANGLADESH

Conveying the dreams and desires of the man in tlstreet
By Joanna Kirkpatrick

A movie-banner artist touches up his masterpiece-ktsh, enticing face of a beautiful woman; she figm
star, a heroine of one of the movies shown in themas of Dhaka and other cities and villages ingBadesh,
and of the daydreams of the typical man in thesktre

Like the wealthy beauties hidden away in their hemiein the curtained,

tinted-glass motorcars of the capital city, hersegee huge and wide.

Shadowed in blue, they penetrate the heart. St isne example of the

movie posters from which the images that decorseitkshas of

Bangladesh are taken. Ricksha art, like the moaibrs and advertising

posters from which it derives, is a popular medthat reflects the heart's

desires of ordinary men and, as one ricksha makginte, is, indeed,
A movie-banner artist at work
(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)

Enjoyed by ordinary people. Unlike members of teatgy, who may want to hide their wealth and good
fortune, the ordinary man in Bangladesh is nots&éo expressing his dreams in public, whethes faedreator
or consumer of ricksha art.

The cycle ricksha was introduced to East Bengal(Bangladesh) around the end of World War Il, wiien
area was still part of the British Indian Raj. Theee-wheeled pedicabs are built on an elongamatlei frame;
the driver sits on a cycle seat in front and pette@sdMachine forward. Behind him is either a cabpassengers
or a platform for hauling loads of goods—pipes kebs, gigantic sacks of grain, oil drums. The palolcthat
are designed for transporting goods are calle#tshia vans" and are usually not decorated, whileettioat are
designed for transporting passengers are amongabkecolorful forms of conveyance found anywheredhmn
globe. The upholstered seats, armrests, footmststibbed hoods of the passenger cabs are cowéted
colorful images, as are the bodies of the cabs.

The back and front of an elaborately decorateddfigk Dhaka, 1987
(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)

Ricksha art began to proliferate in the 1950s, wthenpart of Bengal was East Pakistan. Rickshamploys
multiple themes, materials, and intentions; it ls/arid of folk art and commercial designs, comhbiméth
ideas from the individual artist's imagination.fikst, some ricksha owners pasted movie posterth®iacks
of the vehicles; the decorations later became mlatsorate when paintings of movie actresses wheaxed in
popular films from Lahore, in West Pakistan, weratired, often accompanied by verses from the nsovie
songs. Tigers and animal combat themes also begamaar. After the new nation of
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Bangladesh declared independence in 1971, paintiitlgs
political themes began to appear; topical subjettenincluded
children saluting the new nation's flag, rape-kds of
Bangladeshi women committed by Pakistani soldiarend the
liberation war, or scenes hingi-clad Bangladeshi guerillas in
combat with uniformed Pakistani soldiers. In refieeto the
U.S. moon landing of 1969, pictures of an astropéanting a
Bangladeshi flag on the moon appeared.

Movie material on a ricksha backboard, Dhaka,
1987
(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)

Although many of the subjects portrayed in rickahacontinue to be emblems of male desire—sex,
competitive power, and wealth—there are also usaldhemes, such as longing for the village howrethe
blessings of religious devotion, for material pessens (for example, shiny red sports cars or eaosm
mansions), and occasionally, as at the very begysndf Bangladesh in 1971-72, for solidarity anehiity

with Sonar Bangladesligolden Bangladesh), the new nation with its Berlgauage and traditions. Ricksha
art images can also suggest frustrated desireggs@d as satire in some pictures, in which anirbalsaving
like people, mirror the foibles of men or, perhagey what is politically unsayable.

Uncle Jackal's Lesson: mocking the tyrannical stmagter
(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)

As | noticed during a number of visits between irst fyear in Bangladesh, 1975-76, and my last Misil 998,
pictorial themes often reflect current politicstibéocal and international. For instance, in 198 the Gulf
War, the face of Saddam Hussain adorned rickshiebbaed and hood panels. However, the perennialyizo
themes are movie stars, animals, animal fablgsscines, and religious themes—Iike a Taj Mahad, or
mosque, floating on a lotus, symbolizing Muslimritiey and Bengali culture. Artists paint backbopahels
with enamel paints on recycled tin sheets; in #sewmf movie-star images, they use posters agnefer
material. Elaborate niches outlined with nailheand filled with inset

Painted designs or movie postcards are placed litleweat. The
ricksha's metal framework is usually ornamenteth wiinventional
creeper and flower-vase designs. Its collapsibtslba@re covered
with colorfully painted and/or appliquéd plasticaaélions and decke
with plastic ruffles. The footboard extending belthe seat is
variously ornamented, and the passenger seat @stpied with
plastic material on which even more pictures aiatpé.

Saddam Hussein, Dhaka, 1992
(photo by Kevin Bubriski)

During the 1970s and 1980s, ricksha decorationredge profusely. The 1980s represented the heyday of
ricksha art. By the 1990s, the number of peopleraatbrized vehicles—cars, buses, trucks, and nesdri
three-wheelers—in Bangladesh's big cities had ferelied to such an extent that they clogged the stagets.
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Rickshas, the preferred and affordable mode oSpartation for the ordinary citizen, had also geshted, and
in Dhaka in the 1990s numbered approximately oriomi Inevitably, cycle rickshas were banned frarany
of the city's main roads as impediments to the smfbow of traffic. The banning of rickshas from joaroads,
along with the advent of mass-produced photograpfints—cheap substitutes for the hand-paintedipeston
the backboards of the passenger cabs—have takendhen ricksha art in the nation's capital. Kiba
decoration still flourishes in smaller towns, wh#rere are not as many motorized vehicles andhakstill
have room to ply the streets. However, Dhaka isityewhere ricksha art reached its apex of develapt and
beauty, supplying models of decorative design éorést of the country. A decline in the numberidtshas in
Dhaka, and in ricksha art there will, | suspecautein a similar decline throughout the countis/aaresult of
increasing economic development.

Most ricksha artists are self-taught, although sordeviduals will apprentice with a master artistdahen open
their own business. Women have little involvementicksha arts, except as home helpers. (Of allithkaha
artists | met, or heard of from Bengali friends aotleagues, | knew of only one young woman who theeh
trained by her father to a professional rickshatmdard as a picture panel artist.) Some saytihaeason
they chose this occupation was because it seem@hlle way to make a living that enabled therstay at
home with the family. Some ricksha artists alsmptie banners that are hung above the entrancesvie
theaters, but most of them only do ricksha dedoe dwners of fleets of rickshas usually commission
decoration from anistri (maker) who works in his own shop, often with tigiquarters behind it, and is in
charge of assembling the entire ricksha. But dstartight be individually commissioned by an owrarpy a
mistri, to decorate a machine according to the ownensdd. Some renowned artists are invited to paimitwh
they please. Lesser-known artists paint batchésckboard panels that are stocked for sale inhiecksipply
stores. These backboard panels are used eithee gohstruction of new rickshas or in refurbishiésijer the
fad for decorating rickshas became establishede sswmers of big fleets began to compete with oroghean

for name and fame as owners of gorgeous ricksteh Ead his "mark," or emblem, painted on the ludd¢ke
machine.

There are definite class distinctions in rickshaRBlleet owners are usually members of the gewntnile both
themistrisand the artists are members of the lower-mida@dlesclUpper-class Bengalis, especially women,
often say they do not even "notice" ricksha artnilaf them consider it vulgar, not really "art."téf all,
Bangladesh has many famous fine artists, bothgmsirind sculptors (most of whom, incidentally, @lidjh
their own work favors abstraction, like rickshg).afthe ricksha people, however, believe that theyirsdeed
making art. Gradually, as development organizatieitis foreign staffs burgeoned in the country, sick art
attracted so much attention from foreign expatsidiet the Bengali gentry could no longer compyeigghore
it. Expats happily commissioned romantic paintirggspanels, of themselves and their spouses, lased
photographs. One expat doctor | know commissiongckaha artist to decorate the exterior of thaltraf his
automobile.

Communicating with artists through my Bengali assis | would ask them to tell me what their piesiwere
about or why they chose the subject matter, byt éiveided comment, mostly saying in effect, "Wé jgint
what we're asked to do." But they were articulatstating the names of the various picture themesie
scenes, animal scenes, village scenes,

city scenes, Taj Mahal scenes, freedom fighteresdn
inferred that religious piety may have been theweaor
their reluctance to talk about ricksha art, for rinest
commonly cited collection of traditionkddith) of the
prophet Muhammad, a collection knownSehih al
Bukhari, says: "Among those who will be most punished
by God on the Judgment Day are the artists . that'is,
makers of figurative images—painters and sculptdrs.

making is thus felt to be close The Taj Mahal on a lotus, Dhaka, 1987

(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)



to idolatry. While the ricksha artists chose theisfession because it is a good way to support tasiilies,
some of them are not very happy about painting imuamal animal figures to order. Images showing hisman
and animals have been attacked and defaced byowgeiiized, pious gangs at the behest of Islamlgtgad
parties. However, neither the gangs nor the ricksttdespeople seem to know that the Koran, acoptdisura
34:13, permits the making of "images"—paintings aodpture—for beautification and enjoyment.

Due to the growing Islamization of Bangladesh sitingelate
1970s, ricksha art has become a contested occaop¥ioy has
Muslim Bangladesh created elaborate conveyancevarite
Hindu India or Buddhist Sri Lanka has not? Perlthpsover-the-
top flamboyance of the country's ricksha art igga sf the "return
of the repressed." This is a psychological stag ih the case of
art, is based on the human longing to see deshjetts and

A ricksha driver, Dhaka, 1982 figuratively to possess them. The act of lookin§guirative

(photo by Joanna Kirkpatrick)

Pictures are symbolic appropriation, but it is &gperienced as sin because it is condemned aypithus
religious authorities: a repression based not erkibran but ornadith literature. Popular conveyance arts are,
therefore, a visual means to openly express dffjotmndemned desires by members of a social thegstends
to be ignored, thus opening up the public spacéhfar recognition.

(Joanna Kirkpatrick is a social and cultural anthropologist. Now esdifrom Bennington College, where she
taught for almost thirty years, she continues meteand writing on popular arts and conveyance arts
worldwide, with special focus on South Asia. Herb/égte is www.ricksha.org

persimmon.mag@worldnet.att.het
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