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I must admit I find the very setting for this Seminar somewhat unreal.
‘When the invitation to this Seminar reached me 1 was bsuy rehearsing my
latest play-—Haanskhalir Haans (The Ducks from Haanskhali). It is a
play about a mass of the lumpenproletariat, a huge band of beggars. The
cult of beggary has a ritualistic aura in India. The beggar is a terror to
the more confortable classes, a projected hand is a force, a force generated
in the land and soil of this country. They are set against the background
of a construction operation, the digging for the underground railway,
symbolizing technological progress and change. As Bonbibi, the forest
goddess, complains to the Earth Mother, her elder sister, against the
exploitation of her people, now suffering in the big city, there is a tremor
of on the earth till the accumulated earth and mud crumble"swallowing
up Bhishma, one of the vagrants. The beggars take the event in their
stride; and while Bhishma is taken away to the morgue, they decide to
take the ditch right up to Haanskhali in the Sunderbans. The more I
reahearse my play, the more [ realize the absurdity the projecting this
enormous image with may bhaddarlog actors. I do not have the minimal
facilities even to work on this project. For days on end I have rehearsed
in abadly maintained park ‘in the heart of the city with noises pouring
upon us. Even if I am able to produce this play, I know that a badly
literate urban audience will fail to appreciate the traditional models I use
along with the technological models. 1 do not find much sense in a
Seminar like this when I find my creativity stifled at every point.

The crisis of the artist today is the crisis of the individual isolated
from society. As the artist is able to generate a broad social understanding
among the people, leading to an activization of the people against the
forces of reaction, the artist himself is integrated to society in the process.
When the artist fails to achieve this inter-action with society, he can only
flounder in the hallucination of his egotism.

Life is a struggle for existence. But this struggle itself for the Indian
artist has lacked a focus. The legacy of a feudal orientation has inhabited



social action. Over the last year and a half it was just a caucus at the
ministerial level or the bureaucratic level, but a caucus growing like a
cancer into the body politic of the intelligensia, generating the inertia or
a rheumatic trauma. It was a situation for which the k:ller as much as the
killed was responsible.

My whole self responds to the social reality; and even as 1 try to
liberate myself, I try to liberate my art. I grapple with the snake even as
the snake grapples with me. At an undefined point something explodes,
erupts, giving me an insight into the core of reality and provoking me to
solve the issues involved. This point lies beyond my premeditation. It is
the nature of a qualitative leap, but not in the dark, at the crest of a
circular labour process involving mé& and my art.

I have been working against this very inertia since the days of the last
World War. Qur country was then passing through one of her greatest
ordeals. The ordeal of colonial exploitation and repression reached a
culmination in Bengal in the man-made famine of 1943 that took a toll
of more than fifty thousand lives according to offical statistics. I spotted
in a Calcutta street a crawling baby fumbling over the corpses searching
for its mother's breast. The mother was already dead. Even while we
organized gruel kitchens to feed the starving people, I felt the need to do
something more meaningful. Only when 1 wrote my play Nabanra and
staged it, did I have the feeling that I had at last become a mother to that
hungry child even as I mothered my play to make it grow into a
performance for the people. That image of the crawling child has haunted
me ever since. Whenever in my creative quest | miss the crawling baby,
I shift my position endlessly till the.child comes to view again. In my
creative work I have always tried to maintain this perspective of the
mother. Though quite simple, this perspective is difficult to find today as
the bobgoblins born out of the socio-economic morass cover up the lenses.
Between the mother and the child falls the shadow. To feed the child in
the person of the people is the objective of the artist aware of his social
role and responsibilities. But when most of the cultural groups in the
country have to more about with begging bowls, they cannot hope to
serve the people to the best of their consciences. The mothers themselves
are dehydrated, while the children are in a kind of dead freeze. I know
there are lots of problems to be tackled ; but that is no reason why the
arts should languish. It is for the arts to generate that mother spirit and
take it into social and political action. In a developing country like ours
even the political leaders should be more mothers than domineering fathers.



They have however been quite often monstrous fathers devouring their
own flesh and blood or morons proud of their limited visions and trying
to be wiser than their teeming and bewildered children. Even a matriarch
at times can be a cruel father as we have seen ouselves. For that is how
things shape themselves in our country. It was my concern for the crawling
child that prompted me to write my first musical, Jeeyankanya. in 1945,
when I watched callous leaders and a callous ruling class paving the way
with diabolical consistency for the partition of the country. The allegory
of two families of snakecharmers and healers of men combining their
wisdom after years of separation to revive a young girl- was accessible to
a wide range of the audience. I could have moved further with this form
to further an awareness only if I had the minimal organization support
and a band of committed artists,

. After the Partition, I found a powerful image in the uprooted refugee,
disowned by the middle class in his country of adoption. In my Gotrantar,
I made my refugee schoolmaster identify ultimately with the workers in
the slum who prove to be his haven. In Devigarjan, 1 moved into the
experience of the peasantry, into the economic repression and exploitation
they endure even today. Drawn to a last ditch they are compelled to
revolt. The violence of their revolt I associated with the Devi's garjan,
the roar of the angry goddess.As long as my people make the gods and
goddesses dance, I am prepared to accommodate the belief of my people.

While I have the satisfaction of having remained loyal to my social
commitment, and having been responsive to the social and political changes
that have affeced my country, I feel frustrated and diffident when 1 realize
that 1 have not been able to take my work to the masses of the rural
audience, and that I have not been able to involve them in my work. I feel
sick when | have to use in my productions petit bourgeois artists aping
the sturdy and rugged peasants. We have not been able to make use of
the historic potentials embedded in our folk musical and theatrical forms.
1 can only dream of a troupe of havenots playing themselves and destroying
in the process all the cosy gestures and forms of our urban theatre. As
long as we do not realize that dream, we can only peddle faint shadows:
of life and reality. It is shame to be estranged from the people and the
truth that they embody.

August, 1977 Bijan Bhattacharya
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