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Memories of SNR

Marian Maddern

| first saw Sibnarayan Ray in 1964, in the first
year of my undergraduate Arts course at the
University of Melbourne. | had decided to major
in English and Fine Arts, with a sub-major in
French. Needing to select one additional first
year subject | picked Indian Studies 1 out of the
handbook because | had been reading a little
about Indian philosophy, and because the subject
description seemed interesting. By such small
choices lives can take new directions . . . By the
end of that year | was determined to continue
with Indian Studies 2 and 3, and when Bengali
was introduced in, | think, 1966 | embarked on
the three-year Bengali course as well.

SNR was the head of the Indian Studies
Department, which in 1964 was fairly new and
very small — the staff consisted of SNR himself
and one other lecturer, Dr Joseph Jordens. But
between them these two covered a wealth of
material, lecturing on Indian philosophy,
religions, history and art, the Indian Renaissance,
modern Indian thought, and (in English
translation) Sanskrit and Bengali literature. In
that first year SNR taught a unit on the Indian
Renaissance, which took in general historical
background, Moghul and British conquests,
social and political and cultural changes, the
notion of “Renaissance” in both Europe and
India, and the role of such figures as Rammohan
Roy, Syed Ahmad Khan and Rabindranath
Tagore.

Many years later SNR spoke of “those
early exciting years of Indian Studies at the
University of Melbourne”. Certainly they were
exciting for me, and, |1 am sure, for my fellow
students. | remember well the sense of windows
opening, the vistas through them of rich cultural
differences, and the light which they let in
illuminating my own culture in new and thought-
provoking ways. SNR lectured always from
memory, and as one vitally interested in what he
was communicating. His knowledge and
experience was impressive and sometimes rather
daunting. | remember him beginning the first
lecture on a later unit, on Indian art, by saying

something like “If I could assume that you knew
anything of Western art my task would be easier.
But...” Nevertheless, in tutorials he would
always welcome contrary arguments or opinions
and was always ready to encourage and discuss
them. Not only that — he was, when not teaching
or at meetings, usually to be found working in
his office, and would instantly put down his pen
and pay full attention to a student who came to
ask a question or put some idea to him. | know
this, since | not infrequently took advantage of
this generosity — not fully realizing, | fear, how
full his time was. Certainly he never made me
feel this.

When | became an M.A. student (in
Indian Studies, of course) SNR offered me a
part-time tutorship in Indian Studies. And in the
course of studying Bangla, | was beginning to try
my hand at translating some of the poetry which
was part of the course — including some by
Jibanananda, @ Amiya  Chakravarty, and
Rabindranath. SNR took us for the third year
Bangla classes, and | remember that as we
started to work from Rabindranath@anchayita
he told us that that we would come to treasure
that book . .. “We”, in fact, consisted of me and
one other student — the only two of the first
cohort to enrol in Bengali 1 who continued on to
Bengali 3. And, sadly, no third year of Bengali
was offered the following year, due to funding
cuts; and thereafter the Bengali course was
reduced to one vyear. Until that point, the
Department had grown, with the addition of
Bangla, and of post-graduate courses, and of
some new staff. But to achieve this had, |
believe, always been a struggle. As a tutor |
became aware of the increasing time and effort
SNR had to put in to defend the department’s
funding, and even continuation.

He was always against hagiography, and
the writing of no-fault accounts of the dead. So
perhaps he would not object to my saying that he
did seem to me to have a strongish streak of
autocracy (in a non-aggressive way) in his
management style, a disinclination to engage in
rounds of departmental meetings to discuss
alternatives and arrive at a consensus on how
things should be done. But though this approach
does have dangers and drawbacks, | have come
to have some sympathy with it. Meetings and
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committees can so often absorb time and effort
which could arguably be better spent. And given
the time SNR had to put in at meetings at the
University level, | suspect that without his
autocracy within the department he would not
have had the time to spend on the encouragement
of individual students for which | am so grateful.

And of course he had his own projects.
As | was working on my M.A. thesis, which |
had decided would be on translating Bengali
poetry, SNR, again most generously, invited me
to collaborate with him on an anthology of
modern Bengali poems in English translation.
(This came out as Have Seen Bengal's Face,
recently reissued athe Mask and the Fage.
This helped to open more windows for me. He
introduced me to the work of a number of poets,
and indeed encouraged me to correspond with
some of them. We were working on the book
when the struggle for East Bengali independence
finally resulted in the birth of Bangladesh, too,
and | remember poems arriving for him from
poets caught up in this turmoil (such as Syed Ali
Ahsan and Shamsur Rahman), and how moving |
found them. SNR was always prepared to help
me to understand references or turns of phrase or
vocabulary which | found difficult, and to
discuss the poets’ backgrounds and influences.

He was of course a poet himself and
poetry was dear to his heart. | remember him
saying once that one of the things which had
moved him away from Marxism was his
ineradicable love of some of the writing which
Marxism classified as decadent. Another of his
loves was that of trees and flowers, mountains
and rivers, and all the beauties of nature. He and
his wife Gita lived for the last of their years in
Melbourne in a house in the suburb of Bulleen, a
house which had a large garden, with a big old
willow tree in it, and he told us that it was this
tree which had made him decide to buy the
house. To this house, as well as to the one they
had lived in earlier, SNR and Gita regularly
invited students, friends, poets, artists and
visitors for salon-type evenings of conviviality,
poetry readings, discussion, appreciation and
debate — and of splendid food. (These rich
evenings were, | think, an attempt to improve
what SNR saw as Melbourne’s rather thin
cultural life.)

After my M.A.SNR encouraged me to go on to
work for a doctorate. | had become fascinated
with Bangla as a language and was also tutoring
in the single year of Bengali which was still
being taught, and | decided to work on a
linguistic comparison of Bangla and English.
SNR agreed to act as my supervisor, and
amongst my many gratitudes to him is that for
the freedom he allowed me in this work, and the
support he continued to give me even through
periods when, though | was putting in a lot of
thought, not much tangible was forthcoming. |
remember, too, his warming pleasure at the
external examiners’ positive reports.

But by now, in 1980, SNR had wrestled
with the question of whether to remain in
Australia, or to return to West Bengal while he
was still young enough, he felt, to do some good
there, and had decided to return. | was among the
small group of well-wishers who gathered to see
Gita and SNR off at the airport — with promises
to keep in touch, and invitations from them to
visit them in Bengal.

SNR was, though resistant to some recent
trends in thought (for example, post-colonial
literary theory, which he considered to be
obscurantist nonsense), more open than many to
non-traditional ideas such as feminism. Some
time later in the 1980’s both he and |, separately,
were confronted by the implications of the fact
that all of the poets ihhave Seen Bengal's Face
were men. Characteristically, he was
immediately prepared to help and support me in
working on a volume of modern Bengali women
poets in English translation. After | had been
working on this project for a while, | did, at last,
make a visit in early 1993 to West Bengal — to
meet some of these poets, but also, and
primarily, to see SNR and Gita again. | spent
some time with them both at their house in
Santinketan, where SNR showed me with
pleasure the garden there, including the beautiful
Rudrapalash tree for which he had named the
house.

This was the last time that | saw him,
though we continued to correspond regularly.
Amongst the news and the sharing of thoughts,
recurring themes in his letters over these last
fifteen years have been his on-going
commitment to his writing projects, and both a
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willingness, in increasing age, to die, and a 8 " "9"
continuing, ever-fresh joy in living. In the last
letter | received from him, written from
Santiniketan, which arrived after the news of his
death, and which must have crossed with the last
letter | wrote to him, he says: 7a5 7 a5 u J3
“I am still hoping to work on my two od | @ I R O
final writing projects — (a) my intellectual SH 85\ \ 2\ ((T:i< 85
autobiography, (b) an updated formulation of my '
philosophy. | don’t find it easy to concentrate on 22 T@T) 95 7a . 5)
work for long at a stretch, but at 87 | keep myself | J 2)H 2 CwnJ@ 2
all the time prepared for a return to the elements. 8 J <@ ;-2 9 T) ( *5
Here, the garden is a great source of happiness, C .5) * 5 > 9 @1 ( (e?
with flowers, birds, squirrels and even families 85| Y 4 OT T .
of visiting monkeys . . . ." 45%9 5 | 5@ a O@4 | R
| count myself fortunate indeed to have b( 5) 2U C < @ ZB\
been his student, and junior colleague, and | am

honoured that he called me a friend. R(*@ 2 3+ 7 9
Melbourne, June, 2008. 5@ 2T . 2). 5 2 AN
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In Janus' Footsteps

Adib Khan

The philosopher, Diogenes, was known to have
an undisguised contempt for any distinction
between Greeks and foreigners. When asked
what his country was, he replied: 'l am a citizen
of the world',and in so doing he coined the Greek
word cosmopolitario express his thoughts on the
matter. | imagine that more than two thousand
years later there are many among us who share
that  view.

The question of identity has been a complicated
issue for me, long before | accidentally stumbled
into writing. | have always been wary of any
rigid, stereotyped characteristics that may be
attributed to the word identity in a way that may
compromise my notions of individualism.
Undoubtedly my attitude has much to do with
cultural fragmentation.

There are times when | recall an interesting
experience during the early 1980s, after
| became an Australian citizen. It was the
singular incident that set me thinking about the
multiple dimensions of identity, especially when
you transcend boundaries and leap across
cultures. On a tram in Melbourne, an elderly
lady, whose grandfather had a stint in India as a
British administrator, asked me politely if | was
an Indian.

‘No," | replied, 'although India is my ancestral
home. My grandparents and my parents were
born there, and | have relatives in Calcutta
where | spent most of my school holidays.'
Was la Pakistani?

‘No," | responded, 'l was born in Pakistan, but
my Australian passport doesn't say so.

'‘Ah, an Australian!'

The enlightened exclamation sounded very
definitive in its conclusion.



'So, you were born in Pakistan but now you are
an Australian citizen. A Pakistani-born
Australian!'

Her triumph was short-lived. | wanted to be
more precise about the confusion | was creating.

‘Not quite,’ | said, watching her frown. 'l was
born in Pakistan, but officially I can no longer
claim that privilege.'

There was a perplexed silence. By this time |
was rather pleased with the web of mystery |
had spun around my national identity. The
riddle had rapidly reached a complexity worthy
of the Sphinx. It was time for the grand
revelation.

'I was born in East Pakistan,' | explained. 'It is
now Bangladesh.'

She nodded and smiled, but | sensed that the
bewilderment was still there. But | had stated
the truth. It really summed me up. | was born in
Pakistan, with familial connections in India, had

a rebirth in Bangladesh without ever believing
in reincarnation, and now | was an Australian in
possession of a certificate and an associated
document of sixty-four pages, valid for ten
years, to prove who | was.

If one considers Hamlet's situation as a parallel,
then his dilemma was relatively simple. He was
merely crawling between earth and heaven - an
uncharted distance, | shall grant him that. But
one may well ask, what should such fellows as |
do with the claims of four different countries

tugging at me for some declaration of who | am?

At any point in our lives, we can think of
ourselves as relating to a number of identities -
in terms of gender, age, family status and
ethnicity, to name only a few. The conceptual
and emotional difficulties that a migrant
experiences in  coming to a singular
understanding of the term identity is akin to
standing in the middle of a chamber of mirrors
that are in constant, slow rotation. One catches
glimpses of transient reflections without ever
settling on a fixed image. Those of us who have
reluctantly  experienced displacement, or
willingly shifted our cultural base, find our own
private ways of locating and perceiving
ourselves beyond the obvious coordinates of a
street, a suburb, a town or a passport. | am no
exception in this quiet search, and my vehicle of
travel is writing fiction.

But undeniably, as a social being, | am part of a
larger scene, and | have to say that looking at the
bigger picture makes me uneasy about
contemporary communal attitudes regarding
identity. The cultural fragmentation with which

I must cope merely complicates the issue, but it
also alerts me to the pitfalls of excessive and
sometimes blind patriotism that is often evident,
for example, in such comparatively trivial
matters as sports.

The alarming acceleration in technological
evolution and its impact on social and cultural

changes have significantly influenced the ways
in which communities are insisting on defining

themselves. It would seem that there is a
desperate need to find historical and
contemporary markers to construct a framework
within which people can feel secure about their
perceived values and lifestyles. Across nations
there appears to be shift in the way people
characterise identity. The identity of the
individual is now sometimes subservient to a

community's ideology of what a person should

be if he or she is to have a meaningful place in
mainstream  society.

Discourse on gender, ethnic and class identity
appears to have subsided for the moment and
we are caught in a mesh of aggressive
nationalism that encourages a somewhat naive
and illusory view of a heroic identity. Guilt and
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alienation are frequently evoked to lash
individuals into an acceptance of an advanced
tribal mentality, and these are often achieved by
clearly defined characteristics of unacceptable
non-conformity. Probably this is a communal

reaction to fear, a backlash against globalisation
that is perceived to be threat to national identity.

| am rather uneasy by the resurgence of a
myopic nationalism that can escalate into
something more than just a chest-beating
exercise about a community's superior virtues.
There is a strong and potentially dangerous
martial component in such pride. In a recent
article in The Australian (April 27, 2001), Helen
Irving has suggested that:

The attempt to make the Anzacs stand for all
Australians is part of a disturbing cultural
process - seeking moral certainties in our lives
and our history, and finding them in the
imaginary homogeneity of the past.

Indeed, there is a trend to pinpoint what is
considered to be 'unAustralian'. Complementing
Irving's viewpoint, Rosemary Neill, in the same
newspaper on the same day, posited that
‘unAustralian' was a word 'whose increasing use
and abuse is suggestive of a new jingoism on the
loose'. Thankfully, there is also a growing
awareness that a society as diverse as Australia
cannot be simply characterised by a set of traits
to define us all for the sake of so-called social
cohesiveness. As Irving points out, "There is no
single identity for Australians'.

| do not believe that it is possible for me to wear
the permanent tag of a cultural stereotype. An
unqualified identification with a single,
mainstream tradition would be a denial of the
composite that 1 am. It would be futile and,
indeed, undesirable to attempt to purge the
cultural diversity that has shaped me. My
splintered life is not entirely the result of
migration. It was a natural consequence of an
upbringing that was strongly influenced by
history. In the 1950s and '60s, the postcolonial
subcontinent was still strongly affected by the
cultural and institutional legacy we had
inherited from the British. For my parents it was
inconceivable that | would not attend a school

where English was not the language of
instruction. | was sent to a Catholic school run
by Jesuits. The fragmentation took place early in
my life.

There were parts of the New Testament to be
studied at school in a subject that was absurdly
titted Moral ScienceWe were strictly warned not
to wander into the Old Testament. Some friends
and | deduced that since anything forbidden
had to do with girls and sex, the Old Testament
had to be compulsory reading. So | read Genesis
and Exodus and learned about creation and
Moses, played cricket in the afternoon and
returned home to face a Spartan mullah waiting
to hear my reading of the Koran and teach me
about the only faith he wanted me to know. In
retrospect, the exposure to the historical richness
of Christianity and Islam saved me from some of
the prejudices of ignorance and set me on the
path to cultural dualism where it was no longer
possible to think about myself in terms of a
single tradition. This dualistic cultural pattern
was integrated into my life, as | grew older and
matured.

On the one side there were Homer, Virgil,
Dante, Shakespeare and Milton. On the other
there were the influences of The Ramayana,
Mahabharata, the Moghul poets, Igbal and
Tagore. The two sides met, not in combat, but in
a synthesis of ideas out of which | emerged
considerably enriched in thought and feeling
but without any clearly defined sense of
belonging to a monocultural society. | would not
have it any other way. Even at the risk of
sounding excessively egotistical, the awareness
of my multiplicity makes me curious about
myself. What | was, what | am and what | will
be are subjective speculations with no definitive
answers.

My writing life has merely intensified my

curiosity about identity. Writing fiction was

purely accidental during a period of soul
searching to know why | was so restless when |
turned forty. There was a growing
dissatisfaction with my professional life as a
teacher and boredom with the predictability of
my middle-class existence in a Victorian country
town. | had reached that point of lethargic
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blandness where any desire for intellectual
fulfilment was being blunted by an increasing

indifference about the wider world. Underneath

all of this was a kind of insurgency, a revolution

from within that insisted | pay attention to

myself. Well | made an effort to meet the real me
by recording my reflections in fragmented bits
of writing.

A novel emerged as a residue of this attempt at
self-analysis, and with it came the realisation
that | was destined to occupy a kind of no-
man's-land, wedged between polarised cultures.
My identity is simultaneously plural and

mutable. There is no definitive measurement of
who | am. My occupancy of a territory between

the east and the west does not offer much
stability. Here the earth often shakes quite
violently to discourage me from developing any

sense of permanence or belonging.

However uncomfortable this position may be, it
is by no means an arid ground for the mind to
discover a multiplicity of voices and what they
have to say. The migrant's voice tells me what it
is like to feel a stranger and yet be at home, to
live both inside and outside of one's immediate
situation, to be permanently on the move, to
think of one way return journeys but to realise
at the same time the impossibility of doing so,
since the past is not only another country but
also another time, beyond the grasp of the
present. It tells me about long-distance journeys
and relocations, of losses, changes, conflicts,
powerlessness and visions of what might have
been.

And with it comes infinite sadness that severely
tests my emotional resolve. But there is another
voice, different in tone and articulating entirely
different perspectives of another landscape. It
speaks about new experiences, of ideas that
extend my intellectual and emotional frontiers
and recharges the desire to explore unknown
territories. It encourages me to celebrate the
richness of cultural diversity. In a sense, writing
has become a residence, a place | can call home.

So the question arises, in this house of writing
which room do | occupy and can | be even
vaguely characterised by the way 1 live?

Well, perhaps that was a possibility until very
recently. At the moment, | am in a state of
transition, shifting from one room to another,
planning a novel set entirely in Australia, not
about migrants, but about a white Australian, a
Vietham Veteran, troubled by guilt and
concerned by his lack of responsibility during
the war, seeking atonement through art and a
commitment to a relationship with a partially
paralysed woman. And how am | responding to
this slightly alien scenario that | have built into
the writing landscape? Well, I am still in the
same house, merely changing rooms. That sense
of familiarity has not deserted me. And | figure
that if a Japanese could have written a novel
about an English butler, then a Bangladeshi can
fictionalise a white Australian's experience. |
don't have a problem with pulling down
artificial barriers. That is one of the supreme
advantages of not being weighed down by a
single identity.

Adib Khan lives and writes in Ballarat, currently
P.H.D student Monash University. He is the award
winning author of three novelSeasonal
Adjustments (1994)Solitude of Illusions (1996),
The Storyteller (2000), Home coming (2005) and
The Spiral roads (2007). Adib presented a shorter
version of this essay at the 2001 Sydney Writers
Festival.

(This Article reprinted from Australian Humanities
Review.)
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The Evolution
of Jonotar Rongoshala

Nodee Zaman

You've probably heard many stories about “The
Beggar’'s Opera’”;
this musical play
was written by a
man named
John Gay who
was born in the
small town of
Barnstaple,
London. John
was educated in
The Beggars Opera a local grammar
school near by. After leaving school John was
apprenticed to a silk mercer in London, soon
becoming tired and restless of his job John
decided to head back home to Barnstaple where
he spent most of his time with his uncle who was
reverend of the town. After a while he soon
wondered back to London where he thought he
could start his career, but this time not as a silk
mercer but something else...perhaps a poet or a
play Wright?

Soon enough John started writing all sorts of
plays, but he’s well
remembered for his
popular musical
“The Beggar’'s
Opera” which was
inspired by the lower
class people on the
streets of London at
the time. The
production was
opened on the 29"
of January 1728 and
ran 62 performances, all held at the play house
in Lincoln Inns Field, London. The show was a
hit due to its fabulous 69 songs as well
as the gloomy, full of surprises feeling and
atmosphere of the concept. The great thing
about the play in my opinion is that it brings to
life and shows the audience more about what
was actually happening at the time out there on
the streets of London.

John Gay

There are a few main characters throughout the
production all that relate to the topic.

Here’s a list of some of the main characters:
- Peachum-is the thieves leader/king in the
underworld
Mrs. Peachum- his wife
Polly Peachum- their daughter
Lockit- a jailor in league with Macheath
Lucy Lockit- his daughter
Macheath- gangster leader

Three Penny Opera

Well after seeing the success of “The Beggar's
Opera” Bertolt Brecht (another play Wright)
adapted the story line of the production and
created a newer modified version and decided to
title it

“Three Penny Opera.” Brecht translated the play
in German and this version became more
popular than the previous one also because
Bertolt Brecht was well known and more famous
then other play Wrights at the time. This
production premiered on the 31* of August 1928
in the Berliner Ensemble, Berlin, Germany.
Brecht had come up with many great ideas in
the past but this one has been one of the best
for him and was very accomplished and
satisfying production. Most of the roles in the
play were still left as the original ones.

Bertolt Brecht was
born in 1896 in a
place called -
Augsburg, Germany.
He was one of the
greatest play Wrights
at his time in Europe.

S|

Bertolt Brecht




His father was a manufacturer but Brecht
wasn't really interested in his father’s
occupation, instead he studied philosophy and
natural science in Munich and Berlin. His first
play he wrote was called “Baal” and was written
in 1918. Brecht introduced many things to the
theater world such as “Alienation effect” which is
during a performance you don’t hide anything
from the audience such as when changing
character, sets, props, scenes etc. This creation
is now famous and used all around the world.
He also invented the “Epic theater”, the Epic
theater is a sequence of non-chronological
events that are narrated; the open ended scenes
are left for the audience to link together. He is
also very popular in third world countries
because most of his plays are based around the
life of poor and deprived people.

This magnificent play
was translated in many
other languages which
include Bangla. The first
Bangla adaptation of the
“Three  Penny Opera”
was called “Tin Poishar
Pala” by Ajitesh
Ajitesh Bannerjee | Bannarjee. He was a
very famous  actor,
director and play Wright during his time. He was
part of a well known drama group in Calcutta
called “Nandikar.” “Tin Poishar Pala” was a very
successful production for “Nandikar” in the 70’s.

In the 90's Mujibur
Rahman Dilu (a
Bangladeshi actor,
director, play Wright)
rewrote “Tin Poishar Pala”
adding a hint of

Bangladeshi flavour such

Mujibur Rahman Dilu
as accents, customs and

social and political life. He
decided to call it “Jonotar Rongoshala” meaning
people’s theater. A popular Drama group in
Dhaka called “Nagorik Natyangan”staged this
play which was directed by Dr. Enamul Haque,
received very positive feedback from the
audience.

It's worth to mention here that the Sydney
theater company (STC) performed this play in
1994.

Janotar Rangoshala

A Melbourne based drama group called
“Renaissance Drama Society” are rehearsing
“Jonotar Rongoshala” as their eighth production.
During the third week of October’ 08 the play will
premier in Melbourne. This drama group
previously performed another play written by
Bertolt Brecht called “Dewan Gazir Kissa” by
Asaduzzaman Noor, an adaptation of “Mr.
Puntilla and his Man Matti” which was performed
successfully in Melbourne and Sydney. So we
have to wait and see how they perform this time.
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