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Kumar Shahani

G

For opening the doors of perception that vibrate to the
gentle bruit of Bangla, I owe so much to Sibaji and to
Sankho-da ! And, before them, to Rabindranath himself.
Here is an excerpt from the book called A little
school / Chotto ekta school by Sankho Ghosh:
Isn’t there always a bit of excitement at a new
teacher’s arrival ? . . .
In 1945 . . . with just such excitement we—

students of class nine—were awating our new



teacher . . . . When he taught us Bangla he would,
without any particular reason, rattle off such lines,
that listening to him we felt as though we were
entering a new planet.

“Let’s see...where is this from? Who is the
writer ?” And he would recite a few lines of prose
from memory: “Chhander sange a-chhander
prabhed hochhe...’

The difterence between chhanda and a-chhanda is
that there is movement in one and the other only
speaks but does not move.”

Wow! That was something! Who was the
writer ? What was the source ? We didn’t have the
answers, but it was wonderful to hear. Particularly,
because we had never ever heard a word like
a-chhanda, we found it so engaging.

The teacher looked at defeated us and with
a slight smile, he said, “Couldn’t get it? It’s by
Rabindranath, in a book called Chhanda. Look it

. 2
up some time . . .

Dekhechhilam parey, dekhi aaj’'o majhe majhe
I did look it up later, I still do so now and then.

I saw that the way I have said the line was not

exactly how it was in the book. It went: “chhander

«o



sange o-chhander tofat ei je katha ckta-te choley,
arekta-tey boley kintu choley na . . . .

The difference between chhanda and a-chhanda
is that there is movement in one and in the other
there is only speech but no movement. The one
which moves sometimes plays, sometimes dances,
sometimes fights, laughs, weeps; the one that sits

still, runs offices, argues and gets into groupism.”

Yes, it was Rabindranath alone that I knew as écriture,
scripture and as recitative in more than one language !
Just as my mother knew the shabad, Guru Nanak, the
Granth Sahib. That was the beginning and then there
was the Partition. So catastrophic that people had to seek
a nation, even accept the deceptive identities imposed by
the Modern State, coercive nativisms that straitjacketed
languages, costumes and cuisine into crusading militant

religiosity, essentialist to the extreme.
Be-dar-o deewar sa ik ghar banaya chahiye

The struggle for independence had to continue, as
in Ritwik-da’s films. In fact, it had to deepen, reach
out, spread into the hearts, minds, the very truth

of existence.
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The fifteenth of August 1947 was the highpoint of
several millenia of human aspiration. Our tryst with
destiny was also the point of departure which demanded
a new sanchalan, like the sorties of aircraft touching
down frequently, aiming to fly into the stratosphere.

I think only the poets sense those thoughts and
emotions, mental events, with a heightened intensity.
As all around us on this scorched earth, the shadows
of birds in flight floating between night and day in the
twilight of sealed memories of consummation flutter

within . . .

e = ifea TR fnfies g
WG T TCH 2ICT SR <17 @A |

The residual micro-tones change every morning and
evening of the six seasons, creating new synecdoches
in the stillness of empty spaces condensed into
palettes of a single note. These were the notes
illuminated by Rimli Bhattacharya, as she translated
Char Adhyay to me, eclaborating the resonances
of each sentence, written originally with the kind
of effulgence of zamzam springing forth in a

distant desert.
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Meanwhile, a student of mine, Nandini Sanyal had
said—almost as a challenge—that I should not dare to
make Char Adhyay, specially in Hindi:

“How would you even say ‘tomar chokhe

dekhechhilam aamaar shorbonash’ 2”
Distinguished colleagues echoed her sentiments, some
in public, some in private. But, it was Nandini who
played a 33 rpm record for me, with contemporary poets
reciting Tagore . . .

Suddenly, on that warm winter afternoon, we found
the voice that could enunciate our literature with a life-
giving lilt that knew no borders, overflow beyond the
fiftieth year celebration of our independence and the
centenary of cinema: Sankho Ghosh.

The person who actually brought me to sense
Sankho-da’s pran in his poetry, simultaneously linking
him to the undulating rhythms rhymes and deeper
resonances was—and is—Sibaji Bandyopadhyay, a
Gramscian intellectual who goes beyond the limits of
organicity that were imposed upon Italian modes by the
predecessor Benedetto Croce.

For Char Adhyay, 1 wished to bring forth the

overtones of the bhikshu Rabindranath in the utterance
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of contemporary speech and Sankho-da’s perilious
andolit notes. And Sibaji helped me get there, honing in
on the poems, stitching them seamlessly. . .

Sibaji’s is a roaming restless mind opening up the
chhanda of every language, as he rightly believes that for
every ghar there is a bahir and then, the mental space of

the verandah.

What is that verandah like ?

It 1s the transient vocal fold creating the envelope
of vyanjana. It is the freedom to move between the
argot of our times and those recesses of the past that
light up the subjunctives of the future. It is where the
parans themselves inhabit the precipices of melody.
They rock the cradles. Nurture the imaginary with
insights, show us the paths ahead. Five notes of a
raga or even three in aroha and avroha predict the
future differently every time you approach each one
of them.

Are these diffractions from the darkness of basalt in
the caves ? Or refractions that graduated to other scales
from rock roofs as they changed to domes as sensitive as

the interstices of textile ?
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All this was present in the text of Char Adhyay in
the manner that Rimli read the signs to me, glossed the
words in a soothing cadence.

I had heard it read in other voices, both randomly
chosen ones and those that were doctored by professional
and political engagement. All the recordings were
passed on to the poet Udayan Vajpeyi who had then to
bring the sense across as lyric and prose in a gradient
from the tragic to the everyday in the Hindi dialogue.
He looked at the transcriptions of the original even as
he heard the different voices give breath to the same
text in Bangla. It was the breath that had to exchange
the mystery of both languages. It had to have that
oscillating layer between swabava and swatantrata,
thereby meeting the ethical confluence of the four

purusharthas.

*

Sibaji had acted as an advisor to me in a workshop I did
on ‘Ratri’. It is he who recited lines from Jibananda Das
over the tramlines in our Char Adhyay. So when he had
given me Sankho-da’s phone number to work out a new
relationship with the most refined inheritor of Tagore’s

literary legacy, I felt elated.
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But, when I heard Sankha-da’s voice over the
telephone, I was assailed by Bressonian questions, even
as he graciously invited Sibaji and me to his home.

For Bresson, the voice over the telephone had to be
the introductory act of revelation. It was not the syntax or
the content that was of great importance. And certainly, it
was not the manner in which the language was spoken. In
any of those four notes where speech is consonant before
the poetry turns into song, our voices differ individually
with all the greatest variations of sattva, rajasva and the
tamasik, what lies beneath and above the spectrum.

Every sound—that is sifted through the finest
valves and filters, the natural sieves—begins to float
in transient microtonal forms beyond the clouds of
incalculable variance. In those partials of whole tones
there is a return to us of desire, memory, exchange of
insight or just a hint of the ineffable at the threshold.

The timbre distinguishes itself, in shruti, swara,
attentive evocations of the imaginary simultancously
there and not quite there. All deieses and murchhanas
conducted in potential riyaz (such as that of great
composers) as different forms of energy belong to
future particularisations of moments that reason does

not know. For the heart has its own reasons.
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These very qualities are now available to synthesisers
that have appropriated the composite tones and overtines
of the hemraj tanpura.

Numerated simulators have even taken over the

chroma.

*

Will Sankho-da agree to dissimulate ?

Will he willingly abandon his social being to that
other which has no name, no number, but which can
be sourced in the vibrations immanent in the bodies’
disturbances, simultaneously within and without,
recovered from the silences in between and colours
brightened by the darkness all around:
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Divinity perhaps is to be found in the deiesis of speech.
Perhaps of tone, colour, other dimensions in fractal

composites ?

Delhi, 14 June 2021
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A rough translation:

If you come with empty hands—
Will that make me anxious !

I know, don’t I know, friend—
Still there are your hands.

Let there be darkness, sky-blinding,
But let your touch be there, heart-filling.

Spread out your damp hands
Come let us strip ourselves of all coverings,
Holding the disturbed universe in your two hands

Take me homewards.

Swinging ceaselessly in the swing of life I had forgotten myself,

Now life and death will pull me from two ends.
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Vivan Sundaram
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A site-specific installation in the Durbar Hall of the
Victoria Memorial, Calcutta, to mark the fiftieth
anniversary of India’s Independence. A text mural
befitting the occasion within the dome of the Hall, at
a height of 70 feet, to counter the neo-baroque colonial
architecture. Two stanzas of poetry on opposite sides of
the walls of the oblong form—illuminated by jewel-like

skylights in an exquisite floating frame.



Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry would be appropriate
for marking the pre-independence era.

I asked Pranab Ranjan Ray, an old friend who was
advising me on the project—he said the best person to
suggest lines from Tagore would be Shankha Ghosh,

and took me to meet him.

Shankha-da received me graciously. With some
trepidation, I told him about the inclusive nature of
my site-specific installation in the imperial edifice,
interrogated through spatial and temporal dynamics and
represented by a multiplicity of materials and objects -
grounded with iron, life-size human figures, historical
and personal data, the pain of an actress, poetry in the
sky. I spoke of the ephemeral nature of this genre, the
fragility of the form.

Shankha-da listened to me with curious but engaged
attention. I then asked him if he would select a stanza of
Rabindranath Tagore’s poetry. This would be stenciled
in Bengali and English on the interior of the dome, a

single line as long as 12 feet.

He looked at me astounded. He said he would
never have thought that poetry would be inscribed

in the dome of the Durbar Hall. Progressive and left



writers had always boycotted the Victoria Memorial and
he himself had not to this day entered the building. I
had put a great burden on him. He remained silent for a
while and then, in his quiet and gentle manner, he said
he could never have imagined such a configuration of
diverse themes on the making of modern Bengal in this

ceremonial space. I had given him a difficult task, but he

9



asked me to come back after a few days. Meanwhile he
would look for a stanza to be inscribed on one side of

the oblong architecture.

I then plucked up the courage to ask Shankha-da,
could he suggest a person who could give me a few
lines by Jibanananda Das, for the other side of the
dome ? Quick came his answer: the young writer Sibaji

Bandyopadhyay.

% %k %

Amid the din of voices at the exhibition opening, the

incomplete song’s echo reverberated in the dome.

8



Shankha-da looked up to hear the ‘dissatisfied sighs
in the wind’. Nineteenth-century verses from little
magazines printed on a scroll of acetate sheets floated
down from the skylights to come to rest on a cast-iron
printing press. His hands passed over both materials
in a nostalgic manner. They recalled the age of the
letter press, Shankha-da’s world of printed matter. He
smiled and I got the feeling he was at home within
the installation. About Shankha Ghosh’s poem ‘The
House’, the poet Satchidanandan writes: “Solidity
and fluidity are presented here in their dialectical

relationship.”

€



Familiar texts written in Bengali and English on life-
size human bodies made by Kalighat craftsmen, of well-
known characters from the theatre whose declamatory
forms of representation lost their dramatic aura as the
public mingled around them. This de-theatricalizing

appealed to Shankha-da.

He did not expect to come across the beautiful
mahogany table used by Bankim Chandra Chattopa-
dhyay. Behind the table was a bookshelf, 6 x 3 feet, with
400 books on modern Bengal. Shankha-da, who wore
his formidable scholarship rather lightly, scrutinized
the titles very carefully, to find they were just facsimiles
pasted on small blocks of wood, compressed between

two sheets of glass. This amused him greatly.

Another presentation of historical data was in the
form ofa “wall’ of 700 freedom fighters in the space where
the Viceroy would have been seated. These were on the
spines of file-boxes, which had their names with birth
and death dates, as well as their portrait photographs—
potential IDs of the ‘enemies’ of colonial rule. Shankha-
da said this was a historic wall, he had never seen so many
photographs of such a range of freedom fighters. He read

the caption which said that visitors could pull out a box if

)



they had any relevant archival information to contribute.

But the guard said this option had been discontinued.

A massive black wagon, a container on wheels, was
placed at the end of a railway track in front of the archival
data. Sibaji and I solemnly accompanied Shankha-da
into the pitch-dark chamber, to listen to tragic poems

and songs about the famine and partition.

“For your convenience you called it ‘food’.
But why make things difficult?,
Coarse or fine or even crawling

. »
with worms.

“Memories of the past

Some torget, others don t”

29
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Shankha-da wore a grave and troubled expression. We
stepped out of the wagon on to a platform meant for
performance and poetry-reading. He looked up to get
his bearings and saw Tagore’s lines inscribed in the

dome:

“That is best, every age does not bring its own end
Does not complete its own song;

It leaves behind dissatistied sighs in the wind.”

22 June 2021

Pic: Somnath Ghosh

Vivan Sundaram at Sibaji Bandyopadhyay’s place
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To whom it may concern

This is to certify that Sri Abhikkumar Dey has
been intimately known to me for more than a decade.
I had the privilege of knowing him as a genuine and
energetic scholar, being engaged all the time in some
sort of intellectual quest. Of all the scholarly works he
has published so far, undoubtedly the most important
one is a pictorial biography of Rabindrnath Tagore, both
in Bengali and English, with detailed annotations. This
biography however has been done only partly (first forty
years of Poet’s life) and Abhik as well as readers like
me would like the project to be completed as soon as
possible. Naturally he needs some time (and perhaps

some monetary help also) to continue this worthwhile



work. He can now be treated as a serious Tagore scholar
and I wish him all success not only in this particular
project but in his other future ventures also.

Sankha Ghosh
A1/6 Iswarchandra Nibas
Kolkata 700 054
September 8, 2010
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