South Asian Ensemble
ISSN 1920-6763 \Vol. 1 No. 1 Autumn 2009

A Canadian Quarterly of Arts, Literature and Culture of and for South Asian Diaspora
www.southasianensemble.com E-mail: editor.sae@gmail.com
Goreway Dr PO Box 59168 Mississauga ON Canada L4T 4J1

Chief Editor:
Gurdev Chauhan

Editor, India (Hon.):
Rajesh Kumar Sharma

Advisory Board (Hon.):
Nirupama Dutt

Brian Mendonca,
Ajmer Rode

Navtej Bharati

Rana Nayar

Associates:

Harjeet Atwal (UK), Daljit Mokha (USA)
Dev Bharadwaj (Roma Diaspora),

Jeet Aulakh (Art),

Media, circulation and advertisements:
Major Singh Nagra

87 Wooliston CR

Brampton, Ont. Canada, L6Y 4J2

Cell 416-997-3000

Published by

South Asian Ensemble

Goreway Dr PO Box 59168
Mississauga ON Canada L4T 4J1
Individual Copy:

Rs 40/ $8 (U.S. & CDN) <5 (Europe)

Annual Subscription (including postage) for in-

dividuals: Rs 200/$60 (U.S. & CDN)
*40 (Europe)

Annual Subscription (including postage) for In-

stitutions: Rs 300/$100 (US & CDN)
*70 (Europe)

Contents

Editorial/2

Diamonds That Were Not.../ Nirupama Dutt /3
AYogi from Copenhagen/Gurdev Chauhan/7
Marilyn Bowering on Poetry/Ajmer Rode/10
Some Reflections on Photo.../ Swaraj Raj/17
The Artist in Hari Sharma/Navtej Bharati/20
Partitions, Memories....../ Satya P. Gautam/22
Rethinking the Diasporic.../Rajesh K. Sharma/26

Short Stories

Mohan Bhandari/29, Kulwant Singh Virk/33
Anureejh Atwal/37

Poems

Ravinder Ravi/9, Pash/38, Brian Mendonga/40,
Sadhu Binning/41, Archna Sahni/42, Dhananjay
Singh/44, Kavita Mokha/46, Nirupama Dutt/48,
Womesh Shukla/50, Subodh Bharati/55, Surjeet
Kalsey/56, Gurpal Singh/57, Harminder Dhillon/58

Book Reviews

Sufi Rhythms: Interpreted in Free Verse/60
A Place Within: Rediscovering India/61

Reports

Toronto Festival/63, 66

Ajmer Aulakh’s Play Nehon-Jarh Staged in Bell
Centre/67, Sohan Singh Pooni’s book Canada
De Gadri Yodhe Launched in Surrey.

Get your copy in India from:

Kafla Inter-Continental
# 3437 Sector 46-C
Chandigarh-160047
Ph. +98728-23437
Email: editorkafla@yahoo.com

Editor (India) Office

23 Sahib Enclave
Near Urban Estate-1
Patiala-147002 (India)
Landline : 0175-2281777, Cell :9316226890
Email: sharajesh@gmail.com



Editorial

Several magazines on literature and arts are already around. Some are good ones too, but
none is devoted exclusively to literature, culture and the arts of and for South Asian Diaspora.
We know that magazines, especially literary ones are not easy to produce without a good
team. Fortunately we have a group of creatively talented friends willing to work on the
advisory board and in other capacities. Besides, we have the good wishes of many other
writers. We express our gratitude to them.

Nirupama Dutt, a seasoned journalist is also a gifted prose writer, poet and translator.
Brian Mendonga from New Delhi is a traveller-poet whose debut volume Last Bus to Vasco:
Poems from Goa was a sold-out. Navtej Bharati, a publisher of Third Eye Press Canada and
co-author of Leela, a significant poetic work in Punjabi, writes in Punjabi and English.
Ajmer Rode is a poet, dramatist, translator, editor and founding member of Punjabi Theatre
in British Columbia and an active member of Writer’s Union of India. Rana Nayar is a
veteran translator of poetry and short fiction from Punjabi to English. He taught at St Beds’
College in Shimla before joining Punjab University, Chandigarh.

Harjeet Atwal is a popular Punjabi novelist; his latest novel, Southall appeared earlier
this year. Dev Bharadwaj is a Punjabi short story writer and editor of Kafla Inter-Continen-
tal and member of International Roma Organisation. Daljit Mokha, who lives in New york
is an insightful Punjabi poet. Jeet Aulakh from Windsor Canada is a gifted artist and Punjabi
poet with many solo art exhibitions to his credit. Major Nagra, poet and former editor of
‘Watan’, is an experienced television & radio host.

The Ensemble features articles by well —known writers like Nirupama Dutt, SP Gautam,
Ajmer Rode, Navtej Bharati, Rajesh Kumar Sharma and others. Rajesh Kumar Sharma, in
his article, argues for a rethinking of diasporic subject. Nirupama Dutt writes a nostalgic
piece on the (in) famous Heera Mandi of Lohore of yore. SP Gautam writes feelingly about
the aftermath of partition. Swaraj Raj has penned a meditative piece on photography. There
are short stories on communal violence, one on Indo-Pak Partition by Kulwant Singh Virk
and another by Mohan Bhandari. Also, the magazine has book reviews, short fiction and
prose, reports on literary festivals and a book launch besides a feast of poetry, mostly com-
ing from our young poets born and raised in the west. There is an article on Sohan Qadri, an
Indian artist from Copenhagen, Denmark.

Fanning out for a wider literary and cultural coverage, SAE’s next issue will start
featuring some regular columns.

We look forward to your valuable response
Gurdev Chauhan
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Diamonds That Were Not Forever

Nirupama Dutt

Nirupama Dutt is a well-known Punjabi poet, a senior journalist (English and Punjabi) and a first-rate translator.
She co-edited with Ajit Cour an anthology of poetry Our Voices for South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation ( SAARC). She translated and edited Stories of the Soil, an anthology of Punjabi short stories for
Penguin India. Delhi Punjabi Academy awarded her for her poetry book Ik Nadi Sanwali Jahi, many poems
from which have been translated into English, Hindi, Bengali and other Indian languages. She is known for her
bold and original views on many subjects of current interest.

Come evening and they would be out in their
balconies in the finest of silks and jewels.
Their eyes would be lined with kohl and
their lips red with dandasa, bark of the
walnut tree and the most fragrant of eastern
perfumes or itars would fill the air. They
were known as diamonds and such was their
glitter that the whole street would seem
studded with stars. These were the
courtesans of Heera Mandi of Lahore in the
years before Partition in 1947.

Heera Mandi was to Lahore what Chowk
was to Lucknow, Sonagachi to Calcutta and
Bhaindi Bazar to Bombay. These forbidden
yet most sought-after bazaars where women
sold their many talents were known as
“kothas’’. In these abodes lived women,
many of them very talented artists, who were
nevertheless social outcasts living on the
fringes of the society. Interestingly, this
place was first known as Tibbi Bazar. And
this name is recorded in a Punjabi “tappa”:

Tibbi waliye la de paan ni teri

Tibbi de vich dukan ni”’.

Next it came to be known as Shahi Mohalla
and only later did it get the name which lasts
till date — Heera Mandi.

Not all the women on the street traded in
flesh. There were three distinct categories:
the singers, the dancers and then the most
unfortunate ones who sold their bodies for
a living.

Selling their produce in Lahore, two men
are said to have happened to stray into Heera
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Mandi on their way back . Looking at the
beautifully turned out belles, one said to the
other: “Je rab dhian deve tann aithe deve.
Kinj ranian ban baithian ne” (if God is to
bless one with daughters it should be here.
See how they sit like queens).

The tale is touching for it reflected the
paradox of the society. No one would wish
their daughters to reach Heera Mandi, yet
the lives of daughters of respectable homes
were not so enviable either. It was a
restricted, dumb existence. In some ways the
women on the street were more liberated —
they could dress well, dance, sing and live.
The patriarchal society divided women thus.

There are still a few old-timers of West
Punjab who remember Heera Mandi in its
days of splendour and recall tales which they



had heard. Bhag Singh, a Punjab writer and
man of culture, goes nostalgic recalling that
famous bazaar. He says: “l belonged to
Peshawar. But when in Lahore for hockey
matches with my college students, a few of
us would sneak into Heera Mandi. It could
not be told then for | may have been thrown
out of the house in disgrace. | remember
having seen the dance of Jaana Mashooq”.

M.L. Koser, founder of the Pracheen
Kala Kendra, also recounts a secret visit or
two to the marketplace of diamonds. Men
would put cotton buds soaked in itar behind
their ears, wear a bracelet of fresh jasmine
flowers and go to the kotha allowed to them
by their status. | was young and attracted to
the arts, being a dancer in the making myself,
I never had the courage to enter a kotha. But
the cinema halls in these areas used to
present the dances of nautch girls during
night shows,’, recalls Koser.

An advertisement for the special film shows
which would include live song and dance
performances by cinema houses like ninerva,
Grown and Rose would read thus: “Adhai aane
mein teen maze”. The performers would be
from the lower rungs because the high class
“tawaifs” never played to the gallery. Their
mujra was only for the royalty, nobility and rich
business class.

“The well-known tawaifs were women of
learning, culture and dignity. Many of them
were trained in music by the best ustads of
the time. In turn these women made great
contribution to music and dance. Sardar Bai
of Lahore was a famous singer who had
learnt music from Ustad Fateh Ali Khan.
Reminiscing about their dignity as women,
Bhag Singh says, “They were queens of
etiquette or ‘saleeka’ as we call it. If a
customer passed out after having one too
many while listening to ghazals, they would
put him in a guest room and the lady of the
house would keep his purse with her, lest
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the servants took away some money and it
would be returned to him the next day.”

"Tawaif’ was a Persian word,
synonymous with ‘ganika’ in Sanskrit. The
oriental system was one of codification and
the world’s oldest profession was no
exception: even here, there was an order of
merit and excellence. A ganika was a woman
who had achieved excellence in arts,
intellect and etiquette. The famed Amrapali,
the “nagar-vadhu’’ of Vaishali, was a ganika
at her finest.

A ganika came from the Hindu tradition
and a tawaif from the Muslim tradition, with
patronage coming from Mughal courts. It was
Aurangzeb who tried to bury forever the arts
of music and dance. In Punjab the religious
reformist movements lent a harsh blow to the
dignity and profession of singers and dancers.
The Arya Samaj and the Singh Sabha “lehar”
condemned them. And so even Hindu and
Sikh women who joined this profession took
Muslim names. The decline of princedom and
withdrawal of royal patronage was
responsible for many of these artists being
forced to sell their bodies.

Heera Mandi of Lahore was the cultural
centre of Punjab, the very hub of performing
arts in their glory, but other cities and towns
too had tawaifs. Patiala, Amritsar,
Malerkotla, Ludhiana, Jagraon, Ambala and
even the small town of Balachaur had some
legendary tawaifs.

With Partition, most of these women
migrated. Flesh trade continues in Punjab
but kothas are no longer there. A low-level
of entertainment continues to be provided
by disco dancers of orchestra groups but
these artists have no roots in the classical
traditions of dance and music.

These women from different parts of the
country were pioneering artistes on the
radio, the stage and films. Among them were
Begum Akhtar, Noorjehan, Malika Pukhraj,
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Zohrabai Ambalewali, Amirbai Kamataki,
Kamla Jharia, Shamshad Begum, Khurshid
and even the greatly acclaimed Girija Devi.

A sarangi player of Chandigarh, Ismail
Bechain, had the privilege of playing sarangi
in his early youth with some of the well-
known bais of Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh.
Among them was the great singer Mushtari
Bai of Agra Gharana. “She could sing the
three saptaks and play magnificently the
harmonium and the tabla. And such was her
status that if an ordinary man tried to get to
her, she would waive him off, saying,
“Pehale meri baal banane wali se baat karo
aur phir mujh tak aao™ (first talk to my hair
dresser and then come to me).

At Barimam, near Rawalpindi, there used
to be an annual cultural festival of tawaifs
for which preparations would be made all
year round. The best of music and dance
would be available to all as these
performances were not restricted to nobility.

Prof. Yashpal, Reader, Department of
Music, Panjab University, Chandigarh, says:
“The kotha tradition made the most
significant contribution to contemporary
Hindustani music and dance. There were
patrons of great musicians -Munnijan Bai
of Heera mandi, Lahore, financed and
supported Ustad Amir Khan in his early
career. Ustad Amir Khan is known as the
famous exponent of the Kirana Gharana of
Indore. He later married Raeena, daughter
of Mushtari Bai. In the entire music world
if anyone is asked who was the woman
behind his success, the answer is:
“Munnijan, of course.”

Then and Now

Heera Mandi still exists in Lahore but the
glory of the old world is gone. The diamonds
that were traded here were not forever but
the legends remain.

South Asian Ensemble

From a cultural hub that nurtured many
an artiste, Heera Mandi has changed into a
ghetto that thwarts the spirit of women.

But for centuries, Heera Mandi in Lahore
nurtured some outstanding performing
artistes, including the famous Noorejahan,
Khurshid, Shamshad Begum, Mumtaz
Shanti and many others. Most of the early
film actresses for pre-Partition Lahore
cinema came from the kothas of Heera
Mandi. The art of music in Punjab was
confined to the streets of the courtesans with
Heera Mandi taking the lead as the largest
settlement in the cultural capital of the state
in undivided Punjab

Looking back and recalling a well-known
courtesan Tamancha Jaan, Pran Nevile, a
chronicler of Lahore, says, “My maiden visit to
Tamancha Jaan’s salon at Heera Mandi was in
1945 with my friend Saeed Ahmed. We were
seated on white sheets spread out on carpets
with gaav takias (bolster pillows) supporting
our backs. The room was fragrant with fresh
flowers and incense sticks. The music played
and Tamancha Jaan sang in her sonorous voice
enchanting our young hearts.”

However, those days are gone by, for
classical arts are no longer to be found in
the kothas of Heera Mandi. It is a leg shake
and more to popular music and flesh trade
that have become the hallmarks of these
streets in the shadow of the imposing dome
and minarets of the pink stone of the
Badshahi Masjid.

The only reason for the elite to visit the
area unabashed is the restaurant that painter
Igbal Hussain has made in the haveli, which
was the salon of his mother, aunts and elder
sisters. Called the ‘Cuckoo’s Nest’, it is
decorated with the paintings of the Heera
Mandi done by Hussain and also quaint arty
knick-knacks as well as statuettes of Virgin
Mary, Buddha and Hanuman.

During a recent visit to Pakistan, we
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visited one of the salons in the company of
some Lahoris. No longer are the white
sheets, gaav takias nor incense sticks to be
found there, neither the melodious unfolding
of the ghazal. What one finds is very
different and sad.

In the first salon behind the ‘Cuckoo’s
Nest’, we find four girls with painted faces
sitting on a sofa facing the outer door vacant-
eyed. Our escort says in embarrassment,
“These ladies have come from Hindustan
and want to talk to you.” We are quickly
pushed in and the door banged shut. The four
young girls with made up faces spring and
line themselves against the wall. The oldest
of them must be just 25 and the youngest is
barely 14. The musicians sitting on the floor
start singing a loud pop-Punjabi number and
the oldest joins them in the not-so-melodious
singing. The second oldest quickly wears
anklets on her feet and starts doing a cabaret
number of sorts in her body-clinging
synthetic shirt and straight pajama. The two
younger ones with garishly made-up faces
stand glued to the wall, afraid and awkward.
It is a moment of relief that the song ends
and the haggling for money ends and a
toughie opens the door. Outside a crowd of
the street boys have gathered to see the
strange women coming to watch mujra.

Little wonder that sadness marks the
paintings of Hussain even when his subjects
are wearing red and gold. A set of paintings
under the title of “Silent Fears” have been
made into cards by a Lahore-based NGO that
is doing work against AIDS. In another very
telling painting “Privacy”, two women in
rose-pink nightgowns lie in repose on a
rumbled blue bed-spread. “Reflection” is
another sad painting in which girls are
shown against a mirror, depicting a perpetual
wait for better times. Many of these women
are called out to dance parties where they
do a striptease and are often raped and even
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their earnings are stolen from them.

Hussain paints the plight of these women
with despair and despondency. “Many land
here from rural areas because their parents
couldn’t marry them off for the reason that
they didn’t have money to give them
customary dowry,” the painter says, “Some
try to break out of their vicious lives of
poverty to make more money as sex workers
only to find a stark and harsh reality of such
an existence.”

Hussain’s own mother Nawab and aunts
migrated from the Nimmanwali Haveli in the
Dharampura Bazaar of Patiala to Heera
Mandi. He would have been yet another
street boy of the notorious colony if he did
not have a talent for drawing. Now he looks
after all the women of his family and his own
children are getting good education. But
such breakthroughs are rare. Hussain says,
“I think if I hadn’t been painting, | would
have committed suicide.”

Hussain has been active in getting
women to escape these environments if they
can. He also plans to open a food street like
the one in Gwalmandi that women have
options to start other business.

His paintings at first created controversy
but now these are appreciated and one of
his works fetched phenomenal amount at an
auction at Sotheby’s. At the ‘Cuckoo’s Nest’
hangs a portrait of a local woman with her
wrists and ankles bound in penitence at
Muharram. Hussain says that his subjects
always break into tears as he paints them.

Deprived of support from other men, they
often turn to him for help because he is the
one who flew over the ‘Cuckoo’s Nest’.

Igbal Hussain has done for this red light
area in visuals what Saadat Hasan Manto had
done in words.
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A Yogi from Copenhagen

Gurdev Chauhan

Gurdev Chauhan is Chief Editor of SAE. He earlier worked as executive Editor of Kafla Inter-Continental,
Chandigarh. He writes poetry, prose and satire in Punjabi and English. He has edited, co-edited, translated and

reviewed books in Punjabi and English.

I have heard about Sohan Qadri, about his
philosophy of dots (Bindus), his poems
which he loves to call sutras, and his
paintings which pursue their tantric journey
beyond forms and beyond aesthetics as he
often avers. He has finally made
Mississauga, his home. He has come to
Toronto after spending 25 years in Denmark.
It is a long time by any stretch of
imagination. But homelessness is more
psychological than physical. I’m going to
meet him today in the evening. | have many
curiosities to quell.

Evening is gathering. As my friend’s car
takes on the 27 Highway, we’re enveloped
in sparkling blueness of the autumn sky.
Toronto is bathed in a sea of lights: yellow,
red and bluish while. The yogi painter is still
at his studio working late in the evening.

I have already seen him once in
Chandigarh. I don’t remember his face. But
I remember the painterly look of his poetry
book he had published then.... the book of
dots. People remember him as a modern yogi
painter or a modern yogi poet. His
philosophy of dots has dominated his
paintings and poetry. He is a man of few
words but lot of inner quest. He writes in
Punjabi and sometimes in English.

When we enter his studio, Sohan Qadri
is sitting in an easy chair with his eyes turned
toward where one of his new creations is
hung on the wall in front. Vocal classical
Indian music is playing from the music
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system lying somewhere in the corner of the
main studio room. After brief exchange of
pleasantries, | begin talking to him
informally about his life in general before
and after he left India for western pastures.
A white lady who was sitting with Qadri
when | arrived at the studio has gone to the
other room, perhaps intending to make us
feel free to talk the things over.

I ask Sohan Qadri what he tries to convey
through his painting. He says that he tries to
record the voice of the pure form. He says
that as one listens to classical music with eyes
shut in perfect silence, the same way one
listens to the painting with one’s inner eyes
wide open. “We have forgotten to look... we
always try to search for... look for something
in a painting. The rub is that to really get
something out of a painting one should not
try to find something in a painting, rather one
should try to lose oneself in it.”

“My paintings are not traditional.
They’re different. But at the same time my
paintings are very old in style and spirit.
Oldness in things fascinates me. Time is so
evocatively frozen in them.” | ask him who
has influenced his paintings. His reply is no
one as a painter.

In fact he was quite young when he
became a shagird of a sufi baba by the name
of Guru Bhikham Giri. Later he went to
Himalayas on his own in search of answers
to some of young queries about life in
general, the aim and the meaning of life as



is the tradition in India with most of the
people given to spiritualism at a young age.

“Did you find something you went in
search for?

“In fact wandering in such search is the
real pleasure and the find of life. Such an
urge makes most of our inner life throughout
our life, sometimes gaining upper hand,
sometimes lying dormant. But what | really
got was that | found an eye to see art in
nature, elemental and naked and abstract too.
It made me conscious of powers within me
to attempt such an art. It was after this
realization that | took to art by joining an
art course at the Art College in Shimla”

He then tells me how he went to East
Africa because those days no passport was
required to do so. He went in a ship. He
remained there for eight months only where
he met with Mehram Yar and Ajaib Kamal.
From there he went to Europe. He has mainly
resided in Copenhagen except for small stints
in Western European cities of Paris and
Zurich and some places in the USA and
Canada. “l don’t have a set of followers of
my style of painting... what is the use?
Painting is at best a private activity. | don’t
have much faith in building institutions
around you. Nor have | myself copied
anyone in particular. I’m a loner. My driving
force, my elan vital is Buddhism, rather Yen
Buddhism. Before taking up art, I came
under the influence of Tibetan Lamas and
other Buddhist hermits. From them | learnt
sutras and certain yogic practices. Although
I know there is a strong tradition of painting
in Buddhism | don’t know if anyone else has
also taken to the dot as the point of departure
for paining the way | have singularly done.”

“I have read your “Dot and Dot’s” poetry
book in which the refrain in each poem is
“I’m a Dot...” which forms the first line of
the poem also and you develop upon this as
you go along in the poem repeating the same
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thing in next poem and so on. Has your
bindu, anything to do with Nagarjun’s
concept of Shunya which some believe is
basic to one sect of Buddhists.”

“Not in that exact sense. In fact the dot
or bindu concept is also very near to Sikh
Gurus. Guru Nanak talks of 68 Asthans or
centres. These are contained in the human
body and Baba Nanak says that there is no
use going on pilgrimage to outside 68 tirath
asthans as all these pilgrimage centers are
inside our bodies.”

“Gurbani says “jo brahmandey soi
pindey”. Have these centers anything to do
with Yoga Chakras?”

“No! Chakras are seven but bindus are
more subtle centres.”

“What do you want to say through your
paintings and poetry of dots?”

“Just that one should not run after
secondary or superficial forms.... one should
go for essence of things, for the primal and
the very elemental, the very root of the thing.
Essence is the dharama of the form... it is
pure energy. When you look at the wall you
don’t look at all because you look at the
calendar or whatever is displayed on it. The
calendar consumes your looking. For real
looking at the wall or anything for that
matter, you have to give up your idea-finding
or form- looking habit. Looking at a painting
should be like a prayer and not like a lesson
learnt in a class room. When an idea takes
over, it kills the painting in the painting.
Painting is deeper.... is essentially beyond
language and beyond form.”

He looks a picture of contentment as he
sits in his chair talking to me. The room is
still full with the sound of the soulful ragas
playing unhurriedly in the room. Qadri is
now talking of energy which to him is the
very driving force of his paintings. He says
that energy is synonymous with femininity.
He says that maleness is staid, static and
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Sohan Qadri

Gurdev Chauhan

course which was why he has of late taken
to paper as a medium of painting in
preference to canvas & oils. The old
penchant for the canvas is gone. He says that
painting sets you free. It unburdens you.
Painting teaches you by purification through
a kind of de-schooling. It rather should.”

I look around the studio. | see a painting
hung on the wall. It is newly done... maybe
only a day or two old. Though not putting
up quite well these days, Sohan Qadri’s
voice is full of creative energy. It resonates
though the length and breadth of the studio.
After taking a few shots of him and his
studio, I and my friend take our leave of him.
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Ravinder Ravi

GHOST TOWN

Every morning, | wake up
Living Sun, becoming snow

Every morning, | pour down
Like an ocean from the clouds

Between the knife
And the unslaughtered goat,
Between the pan and the cold stove

A drizzle in waiting
For the unstruck melody

| wait like a chair
For somebody to sit in

The flat dining table..................
Is like a
\Void between Being and Becoming

| pass through myself, every day,
Quietly, unruffled

I live in myself,

An imagination of Tornado,
A dream of a whirlpool,

A traffic in spate,

A carnival in plans

I am a Ghost Town,
A museum for the visitors,
An alien to myself

Welcome friends!
Look at me to see your future

If we don’t change our patterns,
Everyone will become an album
Of ghost towns.................

Ravinder Ravi is a senior Punjabi poet, playwright and
novelist. His full length verse play ‘Man De Haani’
directed by Dr. Sahib Singh is getting highly popular
with the audience back home in New Delhi and Punjab,
India. He lives in Terrace, BC, Canada.



Marilyn Bowering on Poetry

Interview by Ajmer Rode

Marilyn Bowering (www.marilynbowering.com) is an
award-winning Canadian novelist, poet and playwright
whose first novel, To All Appearances A Lady, was a
New York Times Notable Book of 1990. Her second
novel, Visible Worlds (1997), was shortlisted for the
prestigious Orange Prize, nominated for the Impac
Dublin Prize, and awarded the Ethel Wilson Fiction
Prize.). Her poetry book, Autobiography, 1997, was
nominated for Canada’s Governor General’s Award.
This interview with Marilyn started as a discussion on
adinner table in downtown Vancouver. The same day
| asked her more questions at her poetry reading at the
Vancouver Public Library. Finally | emailed her the
questions that were still unanswered. This interview
results from the questions asked on all the three
occasions.

Ajmer Rode has published books of poetry, drama,
and translation in Punjabi and English. His book
Leela co-authored with Navtej Bharati is more than
a thousand pages and is included among important
works of the twentieth century Punjabi poetry. He
has written and directed about a dozen plays and is
considered founder of Canadian Punjabi drama. He
was awarded the best Overseas Author Award by
the Punjab Languages Department in 1994. He lives
in Vancouver with his family. (www.ajmerrode.ca)

Ajmer Rode
How does a poem happen? Is inspiration
necessary or do you just start writing it
without any inspiration -like American poet
Ashbury.
Marilyn Bowering

Usually the poem begins with a feeling: | can
tell one is “there’ but | may not have any idea
what it’s about. Often, too, it will begin with a
line or phrase. Sometimes I'll carry the line
around for days until | can get to it. For
instance, recently the phrase “When | used to
dream” came into my mind. I’ve written that
poem, but | also know—Iogically—because
of the scope of the phrase— that there may be
a number of other poems hidden behind it. |
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do think it’s quite possible to write as Ashbury
does, as well. The act of writing, itself, can
uncover waiting poems. | suppose that’s how
I think of them: waiting for the right time, place
and connection to come into being.

Ajmer Rode

How do you know when a poem is complete?
Is a poem ever fully complete?

Marilyn Bowering

Yes, a poem is complete for what it is,
although it’s true that sometimes | keep
fiddling. | suppose you know the poem is
complete when the form tells you so. A lot
can be going on: the resolution of an image,
the shape made by a poetic plot. It’s the
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same kind of question as how do you know
when a song is over? It’s over when it’s
over!

Ajmer Rode

Can writing of good poetry be learnt? How
important is the craft, the use of poetic
devices? Is metaphor still the backbone of
poetry?

Marilyn Bowering

You can certainly be taught the craft of
poetry if you’re willing to learn. To learn
it, though—which isn’t easy and takes time
and effort—you have to be determined and
believe the effort will be worthwhile. Even
when nobody else does! | think that ‘real’
poets undertake this training—I can’t think
of a single significant poet who hasn’t spent
years on craft. Most poets use poetic
devices, although they may be hidden or
disguised. Poets frequently use rhetorical
devices or types of rhyme but in an ‘organic’
way so that the structures used aren’t
obvious. An occasional pleasure of mine is
to take a poem to pieces, to see what it’s
made of—rather like taking apart a watch
to see how it works. Of course what you end
up with isn’t the poem: but it’s the aspect of
the poem that’s responsible for density: the
‘poem’—it’s meaning and spirit—coalesces
around the artifacts of structure.

Ajmer Rode

When you write do you have a particular
audience in mind? If you do, does it affect
your writing process? And do you think the
reader has to be in a special mood to enjoy
poetry?
Marilyn Bowering

Much of my poetry has to do with asking
questions, although the poems are rarely
framed that way. A question might be—as
in the phrase | mentioned above, “When I
used to dream—what is the difference
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between the past and the present and what
does the absence of dream mean? This poem
turned out to describe the ‘geography’ of that
absence—to describe a country which | hope
to explore further. In fact, I think that much
poetry, for me, is a means of exploration—a
tool with which to explore and reveal things
| can’t get to any other way. Some poems
do other things, of course—I’m also
interested in character and persona and in
the different things that can be said through
different voices. If I write for an audience
at all, it’s simply those who are curious,
too—who marvel at the world and its variety
and are willing to approach it through sound
and beauty. | feel that the poems speak
person to person—it’s a very close
relationship, and quite different form what
| feel about writing fiction. Fiction invites
companionship; poetry speaks heart to heart
or not at all!

I do think that the reader has to be in a
certain frame of mind to enjoy poetry. There
are times and circumstances in which | can’t
read poetry at all. Then I’ll come upon
something that expresses exactly what I’'m
feeling; or that opens up something new—
and I’'ll be caught.

Ajmer Rode

What do you think poetry essentially aims
at? evoking emotional response in the
reader, bringing new awareness, renewal of
the language, or....?

Marilyn Bowering

The kind of emotional response a poem
evokes is important. It has to be balanced
with the thought process in the poem. The
ideal poem does all three: it makes a
connection to the reader in some new way
which includes fresh use of language. I’'m
aware, sometimes, in writing poems of
deliberately toning down one or the other
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of these aspects: it can be too easy to make
gestures in a poem—for the language to be
overly clever, or the emotion to be grandiose.
Holding back can make for a better, more
human poem.

Ajmer Rode

What does poetry mean to you? How does
writing of a poem affect you?

Marilyn Bowering

The classical answer to the question, Why
do you write poetry? is Because | must.
It’s a compulsion, a need and a service;
fundamentally, it’s a way to articulate life.
Writing a poem makes me feel ‘normal’ —
as if I’m in the right place at the right time
doing the right thing; although 1'd like to
qualify that by saying that some poems feel
‘wrong’ and | write them to get them out of
the way. | also feel humbled by poetry—its
capacity for depth, humor, insight is so great,
and mostly it feels like it has very little to
do with ‘me’.
Ajmer Rode

Your poetry is often described as a blend of
intellect and affection. How do you achieve
it? Is such a blend necessary for poetry?

Marilyn Bowering

I really don’t see how poetry can ‘not’ be such
a blend—although as soon as | say this I can
think of exceptions. St. John Perse, for instance,
can hardly be called “affectionate’, although
poets | love from John Donne to Mona Van Dyn
are, and in such different ways. It’s completely
understandable why most people who don’t
write poetry nevertheless associate it with love.

The underlying song of poetry is a love
song—to an individual, or the world or the
stars and planets. To life and death.

Ajmer Rode
Narrative form seems to dominate your
poetry. In Alchemy of Happiness even your
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Calendar poems describing the 12 months
are little narratives while other poets have
normally describe up or down moods
associated with the months (as for example
American poet Linda Pastan has done in The
Months in a 1999 issue of the POETRY
magazine. Two Sikh Guru-poets, Nanak and
Arjan, have written the most celebrated
Calendar poems in Punjabi drenched in
spiritual love). Do you find the narrative
form more expressive or more suited to what
you want to say?

Marilyn Bowering

I’ve been writing poetry for a very long time.
My poetry ‘career’ divides into before and
after narrative. | published a number of books,
culminating in a New and Selected collection,
“The Sunday Before Winter” and then felt
I’d come to the end of my interest in the single
lyric poem.

Since this is around the same period
when | began seriously to work on fiction,
there may well be a connection, although |
think | felt that all poems point to narrative
anyway and that it was time | incorporated
that ‘ripple’ into the work on the page. The
Calendar poems incorporate, as you say,
little stories; but there are also some short
lyrics: | was thinking not so much about the
movement of the months as what is
memorable—how memory makes its own
calendar out of event and feeling,
anniversaries, co-incidence etc.

Ajmer Rode

You have written long poems on many
historical Characters like Marilyn Monroe
in Any One Can See | Love You, Soviet dog
Laika in Calling All The World, George
Sand and Chopin in Love As It Is... What
inspires you to write on such characters?

Marilyn Bowering
There are different reasons for writing about
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each of these characters. One way or the
other, they have all had personal impact on
me, and have also—obviously—been
important to culture at large. Writing Marilyn
was initially a challenge from a BBC
producer; | found, when | thought about it,
that | had a strong emotional response to her
because of sharing a first name: that she had
helped to shape how *I* had been treated as
a young girl and woman. All poetry is an act
of empathy, but the Monroe work was
particularly so in that | wanted the poems to
be in her voice.

The poignancy of the space dog Laika—
that exhilaration of sending a living creature
into space combined with the fact that Laika
couldn’t be brought back—had stayed with
me since | was a child. Advance combined
with sacrifice: it’s heroic, and an animal tale,
and thus involves the innocent. For some
reason | ‘heard’ this piece with Prokofiev’s
music for the film Alexander Nevsky —which
was used when the work was recorded for
radio.

As for George Sand and Chopin: | was
intrigued by a long letter she wrote to a
friend of Chopin in which she outlined all
the reasons why she should not allow herself
to fall in love with him; and during which
she argued herself into the affair. It’s a
wonderful piece of head vs. heart in which
the heart wins.—and you can tell that the
result will be messy. | wanted to try and
catch the ‘under-voices’ | heard in both
Sand’s and Chopin’s letters—as if beneath
the surface something much more elemental
was going on.

Ajmer Rode
In Poetics, Aristotle comments on the
difference between history and poetry: “The
true difference is that one relates what has

happened, the other what may happen.
Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical

South Asian Ensemble

and a higher thing than history: for poetry
tends to express the universal, history the
particular?” Do you think Aristotle’s
statement is still true? How do you create
poetry out of history?

Marilyn Bowering

Poetry’s highest aim is to express the
universal, and of course, this is attained
through expression of the particular—which
I think answers the question! On thinking
over Aristotle’s statement, | wonder if he was
talking in any way about prescience—a
quality that poetry often has? Might this be
because poets often work from dreams or
other aspects of their sub and un conscious?
Poets, musicians, painters all pick up things
from the air, at times—this is easy to see
retrospectively, and | find, sometimes, that
a poem will anticipate an important personal
experience. Sometimes I think that all art is
a preparation. | don’t pretend to know for
what; but the elements of beauty, and of
musicality are important to me.

Poetry is created out of history or
character through an empathic connection:
you enter into it and bring it alive.

Ajmer Rode

Dead people figure frequently in your poems.
They seem very much alive, sublime, joyful
and...Do you see life and death as a
continuum? Or your dead characters simply
represent eternity of life?

Marilyn Bowering

The Alchemy of Happiness was written
during a particular period of grief and it is
certainly full of the dead. They do feel, to
me, to be present and have things to say. |
don’t at all mean that I see ghosts or anything
like that: but my experience of loving
someone when they die has surprised me:
there is so much joy and interest there.
Again, | don’t at all pretend to offer an
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interpretation—that’s not something | would
want to do in poetry: the poems are really
quite simple: they attempt to offer in a
concrete way and as accurately as they can,
particular experience. At the least, |
suppose, they’re a map of my mind. It
sometimes amazes me that people don’t ask
more questions about what | write!

Ajmer Rode

How would you describe the dominant type
of mainstream Canadian poetry? How does
it fare in the context of world poetry? Is there
a dominant mainstream type of Canadian
poetry?

Marilyn Bowering

I see such variety | wouldn’t know what to
suggest as ‘mainstream.” A change,
certainly, is from landscape based work to
urban-based; although | think a more
interesting change is from regional to global.
Of course (!) poetry is global; but Canadian
poets seem more integrated into a world
view than they once were—I’m thinking of
the nationalistic phase when poets had to
push hard to be published in Canada at all.

Instead of ‘types’ of poetry I think there
are more ‘voices’: Anne Carson is very
different from Karen Solie who is different
from Margaret Atwood who is nothing like
PK Page (although I recently read an article
that suggested she had been influenced by
PK’s imagery in her early work.) We seem
to have worked through a period of
‘competency’—probably the result of
workshops—that nearly killed poetry.
Readers always, eventually, find real poetry.

Ajmer Rode

While West coast environment figures
prominently in many BC poets, your poetry
seems to go beyond such environment. How
does geography influence, if it does, poetic
imagination? comment?
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Marilyn Bowering

My earlier work dealt very much with west
coast environment. I’m thinking of the book,
“The Killing Room” in particular, and before
that a pamphlet, “One Who Became Lost”
which contained many west coast poems. A
cousin of mine recently returned from a
ceremony in Toronto conducted by the Dalai
Lama and explained to me that for the first
three days the monks were basically asking
the spirits of the place whether they could
conduct the ritual on their territory.
Geography influences how you write: it’s
where you stand, where you move out from.
In some way you have to ask permission of
the environment, make your alliances with
it, in order to be ‘grounded’. This is
difficult, I think, in a country like Canada
that has a post-colonial culture plunked on
top of an aboriginal one. Where are the
poet’s roots? Even the metaphor insists on
a lineage to the soil. | feel very much freed,
in my work, from having done that ground
work (forgive the pun!) In fiction this
operates a little differently: it’s as if no
matter where the stories are situated, there’s
always a path—often circuitous—that
connects them to home.

Ajmer Rode

What do you think of writing ghazals in
English? As you know in Canadian English
poetry ghazal started in the seventies,
perhaps with John Thompson. Then PK
Page, Phyllis Web and others stepped in.
Most recently Lorna Crozier has published
a book of ghazals Bones in Their Wings.
English ghazal has assumed a very different
form than that written in Farsi, Urdu and
Punjabi where the rhyme makes the
backbone of the ghazal. English ghazal like
most other forms of English poetry has
discarded the rhyme. Do you think ghazal
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will make a come back in English? Could
you comment on the importance of rhyme
in poetry?
Marilyn Bowering

I’m not sure why many of these are being
called ghazals at all. | don’t really see the
point. Many of these, to my eye and ear, are
simply images. | take it principally as a
gesture—although why a gesture in the
direction of ghazal—maybe an admission of
something missing in current English
language poetry?—I don’t really know.

Ajmer Rode

Can poetry really be translated? what is the
importance of poetry translation in our
multicultural and global world? What kind
of poetry have you read through translation?
Any experience with Indian or Chinese
poetry? Have you been translated into other
languages? Would you like to be translated
into Punjabi?

Marilyn Bowering

I think poetry can be translated. The right
translator is in harmony with the poems and with
both languages. | love comparing translations
as the differences bring out different nuances
in the poems. | read a great deal of poetry in
translation—mostly Spanish (which I can also
read in the original), Russian, contemporary
Chinese etc. My poems have been translated
into Spanish. | would love to be translated into
Punjabi—and also have some feedback as to
how the poems ‘sound’ in that language: what
resonance they find; how they fit (or don’t!)

Ajmer Rode

What do you think of what is called the mother
tongue poetry being written in Canada in many
languages? For example, take Punjabi. More
than 100 poets live in British Columbia alone
and they have published more than 300 books.
Punjabi Writers Forum, still going strong, was
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founded in 1973 in VVancouver the year TWUC
was founded. Yet majority of the Punjabi
writers feel alienated in the national context.
Although they contribute significantly to
Canadian literature they lack government
funding and recognition for their work. How
would you address this issue?

Marilyn Bowering

The only way to address this is through
translation—in editions, ideally, that are
bilingual. Education would help: for
instance, information pamphlets distributed
to Literary Festival Organizers so that they
might include Punjabi writers in their
programs?
Ajmer Rode

You have been nominated for and won many
prestigious prizes in poetry and fiction.
What’s the importance of winning a prize
for a writer? For you? How does it affect
you?

Marilyn Bowering

We know that prizes are meaningless in the
long run, but they have a practical effect:
they make you more widely read and more
visible—Ilikely to be asked to give talks,
readings, and even to write poems. We’re a
little uncomfortable, in western society, with
the public function of the poet—it tends to be
ignored, or crushed into a little space—such
as Canada’s new Poet Laureate experiment.
We’re getting better at admitting poetry’s
memorializing qualities into our culture—
major tragedies, in particular, are likely to
make the media turn to the poets for
comprehension and a suitably meaningful
response. But just as the rituals of most
religions have lost meaning and function, so
have the rituals of poetry. As long as poetry
is just words and sounds and doesn’t act as an
instrument to help open or keep open the heart
and the world of intuitive intelligence—as long
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as its sense of purpose is lost—the acceptance
of and readership for poetry will be small.
Which is a circular way of saying that it’s more
than a method of using language that’s
endangered (in Western culture) it’s also a kind
of intelligence that’s at risk. In my opinion.

Ajmer Rode

Any particular discipline needed for writing
poetry? Is there a ‘best time’ for you to write
poetry?
Marilyn

| used to set out on poetry projects—I even
have one in mind—»but mostly, now, | wait
for the poem to come. If | weren’t writing
fiction, as well, I’d be looking harder. The
discipline is to not push the poem aside.
Often, it seems, everything else takes
priority over a poem (cooking, teaching, a
hair-cut) but poetry is also an attitude: the
wait isn’t passive; it’s an active listening for
the shiver in the air that signals a poem.
(“Shiver’isn’t quite right; but it does, to me,
have a sensation.)

Ajmer Rode

Any suggestions for good poetry books?
Suggestions for books on writing poetry?
Anything new happening in poetics?
Marilyn

PK Page and Philip Stratford’s “And Once
More Saw The Stars”—a renga—introduced
me to Stratford’s work which is amazing—
technically fine and metaphysically playful
(also dark). I’'m currently reading Les
Murray’s verse novel, Fredy Neptune.

Ajmer Rode

You are not in the category of old poets but
from your experience with others tell us how
do old poets live their lives? (eg Robin Skelton,
Merriam Waddington) Do poets grow old at
all? What makes a poet accept poverty rather
than give up writing poetry?
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Marilyn

Robin Skelton wrote, taught, published,
translated until his death; Al Purdy finished
a book shortly before he died; PK Page
continues to write and publish wonderful
poetry. Some poets seem to take on new life
as they age—Elizabeth Brewster, for
instance, who converted to Judaism when
she was (roughly) eighty and then found she
had many new things to say.. Poetry is a life;
so poets simply continue with it—it’s not
exactly something you retire from, although
as all poets know, poetry can retire from you!
I’m interested in this question as to why
poets will do whatever they need to do to
continue writing: the necessity of the poet
is to write poems. Poets do not feel ‘whole’
unless they write; it’s a fundamental need.
I’ve always felt this need as a drive to make
shapes: there’s something almost
geometrical—mathematical, anyway—
about the perfection (this is an ideal) of the
poem: it finds its shape, it has a shape, just
as a crystal has a shape. Poetry is made of
so many small things: syllables, words,
sentences . . .images, sounds... and yet it
achieves unity. Perhaps the desire to write
poetry is a desire for completeness? Despite
what much of the rest of the world appears
to believe, the poet finds what he or she does
useful. What is this utility? Sometimes, to
celebrate beauty, but more often, I think, to
suggest through the layers of the poem, that
reality is similarly layered- maybe this is
what we mean by saying poetry addresses
universals?

*k*k
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Some Reflections on Photography

Swaraj Raj

Swaraj Raj has a doctorate in diaspora literature. He writes on literature, theory and culture. Literary
translation and photography are his other passions. He teaches in Government Mohindera College, Patiala.

In Italo Calvino’s story “The Adventures of
a Photographer” Antonino Paraggi, initially
a man with the mental attitude of a
philosopher given to admonishing his
photographer friends in well-reasoned
censorious disquisitions becomes a reluctant
photographer to fight his anti-photographic
polemic from “within the black box, setting
one kind of photography against another”
(175). Consequently he experiments with
different genres of photography and after
exhausting every possibility, he realizes that
“photographing photographs was the only
course that he had left — or, rather, the true
course he had obscurely been seeking all this
time” (182). In fact, both the story-line of
“The Adventures of a Photographer” and
Antonino Paraggi’s transformation, seem to
mimic the evolution of photography as an
art form from its earliest days of
daguerreotypes to the present- day digital
imaging. Calvino’s 1955 story is prescient
in the sense that Antonino Paraggi turns out
be a prototypical postmodernist whose only
preoccupation at the end of the story is the
Baudrillardian moment when the real is
completely replaced by the hyperreal, when
the only possibility left for him to explore
is to photograph photographs.

From the days of daguerreotype to digital
imaging today, photography has come a long
way. This eventful journey has thrown up
issues which concern the status of
photography as an art form, how the advent
of camera changed the way the humans see
the world around them, and how digital
imaging today is posing a serious threat to
photography as a veridical discourse
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notwithstanding the fact that distortions and
misrepresentations of reality in the pre-
digital photography era were quite well
known.

The invention of the camera had had far-
reaching consequences; it had made it
possible to reproduce a near life-like
representation of any chosen object,
something which painters had often
attempted to do. With the hegemony of
realism in art under threat from photography,
the artist needed to assert an alternative, non-
representational approach that differed from
that of the camera. Representational art
movements gave way to innovation and
experimentation, and Modernist Art, ‘the
tradition of the new,” was born. This is how
visual artists responded to the presence of
this new technology: there was, perhaps, no
other way because the unsurpassable realism
of the photographic image had put a question
mark on the very rationale of the realist
painting.

Apart from this, as John Berger suggests
in Ways of Seeing (1972 rpt. 1977), after the
invention of photography, the visible came
to mean something different to people.
Photography depends on contingent
circumstances, and it tends to abstract reality
from the time and space continuum. The
camera does not see the way our eyes see as
the camera’s perspective is severely limited
by the film format and the lens used. Add to
it the photographer’s perspective, that is
what s/he selects to represent, and we have
very narrowly selective perspective of
photography. This change, as Berger claims,
was immediately reflected in painting: “For
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the Impressionists the visible no longer
presented itself to man in order to be seen.
On the contrary, the visible, in continual
flux, became fugitive. For the Cubists the
visible was no longer what confronted the
single eye, but the totality of possible views
taken from points all round the object (or
person) being depicted” (18).

The photographic image is of a world
that has been cropped. The aleatory chaos
of the world, paradoxically enough, is
sought to be contained within a tightly
composed frame. However, the subject
always extends beyond the photograph, and
is even impossible to photograph. Antonino
Paraggi realizes this dilemma while
experimenting with portraiture. In trying to
take a studio portrait of his subject, a girl
named Bice, he looks to capture something
about her that is most precious to him, the
absolute Bice, the Real in Lacanian sense.
But he soon realizes that there “were many
possible photographs of Bice and many
Bices impossible to photograph, but what he
was seeking was the unique photograph that
would contain both the former and the latter”
(177) — the fleeting and the timeless.

Antonino Paraggi’s quest to capture the
ephemeral and the absolute in the same
frame may be an impossible dream but this
desire to eternalize the ephemeral is realized
in another way; the photograph itself
becomes a monument to commemorate the
ephemeral, memory’s salute to the transitory,
also a way of extending ownership rights on
the transient, and perhaps a way of attesting
the status quo by promoting nostalgic
longing for what has been.

With life changing at vertiginous pace,
the desire for stability in the midst of flux
becomes overpowering. The world changes,
places change, toponyms change, and faces
change; but we possess, as a photograph,
what once was but is not there today. As an
act of witness the photograph helps
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memory’s struggle against forgetting.
However, photographs as mnemonic devices
are not unproblematic. They confer
immortality on the past as utopia and yet
their own status as memento mori only tends
to accentuate the temporal discontinuity
between the present and the past. These
souvenirs of the past make the sense of loss
more poignant in presenting the presence of
their actual referent while simultaneously
asserting its pastness.

Mr. Kapur, a sports goods shop owner in
Rohinton Mistry’s novel Family Matters
collects old photographs of Bombay to
which he had migrated after India’s partition,
a Bombay which always welcomed all
migrants before its provincialization as
Mumbai began. They help him mourn the
loss of his Bombay he loved so much.

As it is with Mr. Kapur, we too are
surrounded by nostalgia. Historical sites are
the touristiest of all the places we like to
visit to preserve a slice of history in our
private albums.

A camera often accompanies us wherever
we go. Photographs of the places visited by
us have to confirm our act of having visited
them. Susan Sontag argues in On
Photography that “needing to have reality
confirmed and experience enhanced by
photographs is an aesthetic consumerism to
which everyone is now addicted” (18).
‘Image-junkies’ that, in the words of Sontag,
consumerism has turned us into, we long for
beauty in every image. But there is a curious
paradox here. Antonino Paraggi muses: “The
line between the reality that is photographed
because it seems beautiful to us and the
reality that seems beautiful because it has
been photographed is very narrow . . .”
(174).

Looking for beauty and to possess it, we
go on taking photographs — photographs of
landscapes, seascapes, sunrises, sunsets,
children, people, flowers, nudes,
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monuments, the ugly; in fact, there is
nothing that is not photographable. But the
most crucial phrase here is ‘taking
photographs’, and not making them. The
process of taking photographs is indicative
of the acquisitive relationship of the
photographer with the world. Involvement
gives way to non-participant observation and
detachment. The subject to be photographed
becomes an object of the photographer’s
gaze and he probes it from different angles.

Antonino Paraggi shoots nudes of Bice.
After the shoot is over, he comes to her:
“Bice was before him, naked, as if waiting.
‘Now you can dress’, he said, euphoric, but
already ina hurry. ‘Let’s go out’. She looked
at him, bewildered. ‘I’ve got you now’, he
said. Bice burst into tears” (179). He owns
her, possesses her as a material thing to be
accessed through the visible, just as the
Duke of Ferrara possesses his last duchess
in the form of a painting in Browning’s poem
“My Last Duchess.” His experience of Bice
becomes indistinguishable from taking
photographs of her, of shooting her. The
camera becomes a predatory tool to slice and
fragment reality in order to possess it, to
shoot and to commit photographic rapes, as
Antonino Paraggi describes it: “He even had
a set-up for photographing her when she was
asleep at night. Bice would wake at the flash,
annoyed; Antonino went on taking snapshots
of her disentangling herself from sleep, of
her becoming furious with him, of her trying
in vain to find sleep again by plunging her
face into the pillow, of her making up with
him, of her recognizing as acts of love these
photographic rapes” (180).

Thingified Bice will be objectified
further when her nude photographs will be
displayed to others; maybe, to prospective
buyers (although such a thing does not
actually happen in the story). Hence as an
art object, a photograph enters the market
place and inevitably obeys the logic of the
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market; commerce becomes an important
arbiter of taste.

As art objects original photographs by
master photographers are as much sought
after as original paintings are. Contrary to
Walter Benjamin’s contention, the original
art object still retains its aura in this age of
mechanical reproduction. Not only this, new
technologies of mechanical reproduction
may have democratized art by demystifying
it and bringing it to common masses, but
technology itself remains subservient to
capitalism; the camera as a technological
marvel is an object of desire and the
technology itself becomes the culture we
live. Technological obsolescence built into
the newest camera ensures that the
photographer-consumer will never be
satisfied with his tool. The imaging industry,
through its  multi-million dollar
advertisement campaigns ensures that
nobody remains satisfied with what they
have.

The idea is that a better camera than the
one we own will transform us into a better
photographer. The days when the man
behind the camera mattered the most, seem
to be over. New-age digital cameras are
touted as possessing human intelligence;
they will not allow their shutters to be
pressed if the subject is blinking, and they
can detect a smile. Trap focus technology
allows the camera to be put on a tripod; the
camera starts shooting the moment the
subject enters the pre-focused zone.

Susan Sontag wrote that “all claims on
behalf of photography must emphasize the
subjectivity of seeing” (106). That means
“subjectivity of seeing” is the pivot around
which all issues of aesthetics of photography
revolve. But now cameras come to us
claiming “You press the shutter, we do the
rest.” The punch line of the advertisement
for Canon EOS 1000D is: “Now I can shoot

Contd. on page 28
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The Artist in Hari Sharma
Navtej Bharati

Dr. Hari P. Sharma taught Marxism and revolutionary struggles in the Department of Sociology at
Canada’s Simon Fraser University. He retired as professor emeritus in 1999. Sharma is best known for
his social activism in the South Asian community in Vancouver where he inspired social and political
movements and founded several organizations. He is one of the most recognizable faces in the community
and is also a fine creative writer with two short story books published in Hindi and one in Punjabi
translation. Hari Sharma’s friends and colleagues in Vancouver have formed a committee to organize a two-day
conference, Hari Sharma at 75 in November 2009 to honor him and celebrate his life in struggle.

Navtej Bharati writes poetry and prose in Punjabi and English. Punjabi magazine Hun recently published
a long interview with him on creative writing. Bhartai’s main work is included in his thousand-page
book Leela (co-authored with Ajmer Rode) viewed by critics as a significant work of the twentieth
century Punjabi poetry. He lives in London, Canada, with his family and was awarded the best Overseas

Author Award by the Punjab Languages Department in 2004.

Once you have met Hari Sharma you will
not forget him. | first met him about twenty
years ago, and vividly remember that
summer afternoon. | lived in London,
Ontario, and he had come to see me and
discuss if my press ThirdEye would be
interested in publishing his book of
photographs with short verses. He entered
my house with a smile; | saw his presence
was larger than himself and seemed spread
in the entire room.

“How are you doing, brother Navtej,” he
asked me as he sat on the sofa.

”Doing fine, working on two books
these days,” | said.

”Maybe, you need a third one to justify
the name of ThirdEye.”

And he opened the bag he had brought
with him, took out a fat portfolio and
emptied it on the coffee table: black and
white photographs and verses.

“A book of these can justify the name,”
he said. He tried to lay out each photograph
on the table. The table was not big enough
so he spread them on the carpet floor. And
whispered,

“Only the earth can contain them. The
earth.”

Then he began telling me how he
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photographed these pictures. | was not really
interested in knowing the stories of their
birth. I wanted to see the photographs as they
were. With naked eye, without the blinkers
of history. Yet | let Hari continue with their
narratives. He was all passion. | didn’t know
he took his photography so seriously. He
talked about the subjects of his photos as if
he was talking about himself: marveling in
them, delighting in them, suffering with
them. | saw in him a boy fixing the wheels;
another hanging five more stars in the sky. |
saw in him a lone woman picking up coals
on the railway lines, and others planting rice
seedling in the fields. Hari Sharma was not
one; he was many, different in each
photograph, different from his public
persona of an assertive social activist, an
absolutist revolutionary and more. By choice
or by necessity Hari has spent his entire life
expressing himself in social activism with
unwavering passion like a flame with no
holes or cold spots. | wish he had kept his
camera and pen as companions all along.
The narrative of his long voyage would have
been richer, more colourful.

An evening of August 23 this year: Ajmer
Rode and | went to see him. The same long
walkway from the gate to his residence.
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Beautiful as ever laced with greenery and
flowers. | had always enjoyed walking on it.
This evening | was apprehensive. | knew he
was not well. As we approached the door he
was standing outside, smiling as always. A big
hug, and he led us to his back porch where
five young activists were discussing current
political affairs. As he entered the conversation
he immediately came into his elements. his
voice gained the same ring, same laughter,
same burst. He filled his pipe with the same
wavy movement. No sign he was sick.

The evening was growing darker, the
breeze cooler. The shadows were no more
shadows. It was the time his physician had
instructed he must go to bed. The young
activists had left and we were about to leave
when he held my hand and said, “stay a little
more and have a drink with me, | have a
special wine”. We hesitated. It was ten
o’clock and he had already overstayed a full
hour. “It’s ok”, he said, seeing Ajmer looking
at his watch.

As we sipped wine, he asked whether
ThirdEye was still publishing.

“It wrapped up more than a decade ago”
| replied.

ThirdEye met the same fate as most other
small publishing houses in Canada. Hari’s
book was still in the planning when the
government funding dried up. | knew | had
missed the chance of publishing a splended
work, perhaps the best.

In a flash | saw Hari’s great photographs
spread in my living room, narrating their
stories. | heard Hari say, they are parts of
myself, pieces of my dreams, narratives of
the world that lives in me.

“l wish you had continued writing short
stories, and photographing your dreams,” |
said.

“l am going to begin that soon. | still have
time. Not done yet,” said Hari in a way that
surprised us enthused us delighted us.
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Hari Sharma - Photo by Hamid, 2009

Navtej Bharti
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Partition, Memories and Reconciliation
Satya P. Gautam

Satya Paul Gautam is Vice-Chancellor of Mahatma Jyotiba Phule Rohilkhand Universityin India. He is Professor
of Philosophy (on Deputation-Leave) at Centre for Philosophy, School of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi, India. He chaired two sessions in World Philosophy Congress, Istanbul Turkey, 2003.
He was an invited speaker at the Round Tables and Symposium, World Philosophy Congress, Seoul, South
Korea. His interests include Hindi literature, music, films and Wittgenstein.

I am one of the post-midnight, post-partition
generation, born during the early fifties of
the last century. My infancy and childhood
were spent in our village Masaania, almost
a kilometre’s walk from the railway station,
Shaam Chauraasi. The railway station on the
Jalandhar-Hoshiarpur railway track was
named after the famous but relatively distant
village, a pilgrimage sight for the lovers of
classical music. The families, living with the
tradition of classical music for generations,
had to leave the village with the partition of
Punjab. However, the brothers Salaamat Ali-
Amaanat Ali from the Shaam Chaurasi
Gharana carried the family tradition with
them to West Punjab in Pakistan.

My grandfather told me that before the
partition of the Punjab in 1947, most
inhabitants of the villages in our rural
neighbourhood were Muslim. | was also told
that till the eve of the partition, none of the
three major religious groups of Punjab — the
Muslims, Hindus and Sikhs — had ever
expected its partition or fragmentation. The
partition came without being sought or asked
for by the Punjabis. And yet it brought with
it a baffling lunacy manifested in the worst
forms of mystification, chaos, arson,
turmoil, calamities of rape, eviction,
dislocation and refuge. The bitter memories
of this madness, whether lived or learnt
through narration, continues to haunt the
survivors, perpetrators and their descendent
generations.

The people of Punjab passed through a
rather slow but gradual transition from being
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a predominantly oral community to
becoming a marginally literate one during
the late 19th and earlier decades of the 20th
century under the colonial regime. Of
course, it must not be forgotten, and indeed
we constantly need to remind ourselves time
and again, that this historic period of
transition had presented complex and
unprecedented challenges for which we
could not prepare ourselves. The opportunity
created by the spread of literacy could have
been a significant step for the development
and enrichment of Punjabi language and
culture. Unfortunately, our ancestors
unwittingly collaborated to metamorphose
this possibility into a disaster.

During this period, the religious and
social elite of each of the three
denominations tried their utmost to get their
own preferred (religious) scripts accepted or
imposed as the exclusive official script of
the Punjabi language and as the medium of
instruction in schools. This contest and
rivalry resulted in a widespread mutual
unfriendliness and acrimony to the point that
both the Muslim and Hindu elite unwisely
disowned Punjabi and made the mistake of
professing Urdu and Hindi as their
respective languages. In the name of the
democratic principle of respecting the
majority view, the colonial administration
decided on the use of Urdu as the medium
of instruction in schools and local official
language for administrative purposes in the
colonial Punjab. Thus the teaching and
learning of Punjabi became marginal in the
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formal education system.

With the departure of the British and the
partition of Punjab, the question of choosing
an appropriate Punjabi language script
resurfaced among the Hindu and Sikh
leaders in East Punjab. It served as a source
of fallacious claims on the part of a majority
of the Hindu social elite and resulted in the
reorganisation of the state into Punjab and
Haryana in 1966. In West Punjab, Urdu
continued to be the medium of instruction
and administration as it had been declared
the official language of Pakistan despite
dissenting voices raised in East Pakistan.

The issue of the significance of Punjabi
language and culture resurfaced in West
Punjab only after the formation of
Bangladesh as an independent nation state.
The other Pakistani sub-nationalities, such
as Sindhis, Baluchs and Pushtoons too had
started demanding the recognition and use
of their respective languages for educational
and administrative purposes in their
provinces. Soon Sindhis, Baluchis and
Pashtoons had mustered courage to launch
struggles for the protection of their
respective national languages and cultures.
It may sound ironic that Urdu, the national
language of Pakistan, was the language of
muhajirs (migrants from Delhi and United
Provinces), and not of any local people in
Pakistan.

It was in such a scenario that the Punjabis
in West Punjab realised that they had
unwittingly allowed themselves to letting
their own language almost vanish by default.
This belated concern for Punjabi language
and culture gathered momentum and
inspired the launching of the Lok Virsaa
movements during the early *70s in western
Punjab for rehabilitating Punjabi language
to its rightful place. This struggle though
moderate was effective in slowly achieving
its main goals by the beginning of the
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present century. It is no longer an offence to
speak Punjabi in the Punjab Legislative
Assembly. Steps have also been initiated to
teach Punjabi in the Shahmukhi script in
schools from class three onwards in West
Punjab.

It may not be wrong to conclude that the
20th century was a century of tragedies for
Punjabi language, culture and people. The
Punjabis not only divided themselves on the
question of a script, but sections of Muslims
and Hindus went to the extreme of
disowning their language for privileging
their preferred scripts. The negative fallouts
of this scripted acrimony continue with us
in a variety of facades and pretexts even
today. Punjabis, across the borders and
religious denominations, will have to make
a concerted effort to protect Punjabi
language and culture from future erosion and
decline, particularly given the privileging of
other languages in the processes of
globalisation and economic development.

With an unanticipated partition of the
Punjab, western Punjab became part of the
newly constituted state of Pakistan while
eastern Punjab remained in India, forcing a
devastating dislocation of populations in a
manner that further intensified the bitterness
and lingering hostilities. The violence of
partition generated deep feelings of terror,
fear, hostility, hatred and other negative
emotions among its victims and perpetrators.
At the depths of despair and madness, on
both sides of the divide, the ‘Other’ was seen
and projected as the greatest and possibly
the most dangerous enemy, one that had to
be pulled down as effectively and as soon
as possible.

On our side, we were taught in schools
that the Muslims had partitioned the great
country, fragmenting it into antagonistic
pieces which could survive only with the
decimation of the other. That the partition
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had become a reality as a result of an
agreement between leaders of the Indian
National Congress and Muslim League was
rarely mentioned. It was the people of
Punjab who had to actually live with the
reality of the partition of their land, culture
and language. Perhaps the same can be said
about Bengal and Kashmir. Of course, a
large number of people from other parts of
the Indian subcontinent too had been
dislocated and brutalised as a result of the
partition. The officially and socially
designed image of the Pakistani Muslim was
a negative stereotype of a lurking brutal
trespasser waiting to Kkill and reduce to
rubble whatever came his way.

| had shifted from my village to the city
for further education after completing class
three in the village school. Our house, in the
city of Jalandhar, was located in Bazaar
Nauhariyan. At the end of the bazaar were
the tall and impressively elegant minarets of
Imam Nasser’s mausoleum. Till the mid-
sixties, every alternate year an enormous
number of devotees would come from across
the border to pay homage to the saint during
the urs of Imam Nasser. Among the devotees
were my grandfather’s friends and
acquaintances who invariably visited our
house to share their old feelings of
friendship, affection, nostalgia and
delightful gifts. Their warmth, zeal and
friendliness left me confused, as their
behaviour was in total contrast to what we
were taught at school and through the
newspapers.

The designed image of the average
Pakistani Muslim in the mainstream media
in Punjab was extremely negative but the
people I met were worth admiration and
emulation. These conflicting images and
feelings generated an intense desire to
someday go across the border and see things
for myself. | had grown up without any
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narratives of my kith and kin having been
forcibly displaced from West Punjab.
Consequently, my desire was never rooted
in the feeling of going back to the land of
ancestors that so many of the descendants
of displaced families from West Punjab have
shared with me.

Also, without experiencing the
misfortune of being displaced, | had heard
the horrifying stories of the circumstances
in which the Muslims were made to depart
East Punjab at the time of the partition. |
often wondered whether fellow Punjabis
from across the border carried similar
negative ideas about us. During the early
sixties, a relative was the medical officer
incharge of a veterinary hospital at Jhabaal
near the Indo-Pak boundary. Unlike the
subsequent barbed wire fencing the then
boundaries were invisible but for the
presence of the militia doing guard duty
besides manning the check posts. The
villagers from the other side would bring
their cattle for treatment to our side as that
was more convenient. There was little
evidence of the hostility or hatred that | had
feared. There was no difference between
them and us except in dress and accent.

Having inculcated an interest in literature
and music during my school days, | came to
learn that our literary, musical and cultural
heritage was inconceivable without
celebrating the composite culture of pre-
partition Punjab. The Sikh Gurus and Sufi
saints had shown the path of a constructive
synthesis, drawing on positive elements
from diverse sources and traditions for
celebrating the ideals of equality and unity
among human beings. They had questioned
the restrictive and exclusionary boundaries
of caste, creed, gender and religion. Their
message, articulated in the form of musical
poetry, had sustained the spirit of collective
well-being among Punjabis for centuries.
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This spirit is likely to remain not only
impoverished and weak but perpetually
threatened unless a large majority of the
people of the two fragments of Punjab start
appreciating and celebrating the
magnificence of the common heritage across
political boundaries.

As of now, the political boundaries have
come to stay. We have to learn to live with
them. Any talk of breaking the boundary,
like the breaking of the Berlin Wall, is
neither intelligible nor acceptable to the
forces that have become dominant across the
borders. This was well articulated by a
member of the Pakistan National Assembly
whom we met when we went to Kasoor to
pay our tribute to Baba Bulley Shah.

‘As Punjabis, we may like the opening
of borders and the free movement of people,
goods and services across the borders for the
mutual benefit of Punjabis. But this will be
resisted tooth and nail by all those whom it
does not suit. Forces in Mumbai, Karachi
and Dubai, having their vested interests to
protect, will make it difficult, if not
impossible, for Delhi and Islamabad to allow
the winds of mutual cooperation and
constructive support to blow between Patiala
and Lahore, Amritsar and Kasoor, the two
sides of Punjab.’

During the World Punjabi Conference
held at Lahore in January 2004, a leading
member of the East Punjabi delegation made
an enthusiastic but indiscreet speech about
the dismantling of borders and breaking of
walls. In response, the chief minister of West
Punjab aptly pointed out that, ‘Once the
brothers fall apart and split their ancestral
property, they find it hurtful or embarrassing
to face each other. The walls that they
construct to break up what their ancestors
had built together, make them alienated and
inaccessible. If they are gentle, they sidestep
one another to avoid confrontation.
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Otherwise, antagonistic confrontation is the
constant concern on both the sides.

‘With the passage of time, as the past
memories of antagonism begin fading, they
may start meeting each other but would
hesitate to knock at the door of the other for
seeking help or support. If they are fortunate,
such an eventuality would encourage them
to begin thinking of opening a window in
the wall, which they may now see as a
common one, for making interaction and
exchange convenient and easier. But if one
of the brothers, in his hurry or rashness to
undo the unfortunate split, starts speaking
of breaking the wall, it brings only
apprehensions, fears, ill-will and bitter
enmity rather than restoring old amity.’

The cautionary remarks of Parvez Elahi
need to be seen in the light of another
significant aspect of social life that we found
in Lahore during our visit for this
conference. Though the anglicised
Lahorians have named the old Gwal Mandi
as Food Street, we were guided by the
receptionist at our hotel Shah Taaj that we
first go to Luxmi Chowk and then ask the
way for Dharampuri to see the all night
eating shops for ourselves. On the way we
came across buildings and institutions which
continue to carry their pre-partition non-
Muslim identities. | was curious whether any
attempt had been made to change the old
names. | was told that though new Islamic
names had been given, public memory and
habits proved to be more resilient than the
votaries of change. It is not surprising that
the fate of attempts to change the names of
Ropar and Mohali on this side of the border
as well was similar. Let us wish and hope
that in the new millennium it will become
possible for us to make our common Punjabi
heritage accessible to all of us in its
composite totality to guide our future
destiny.
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Rethinking the Diasporic Subject

Rajesh Kumar Sharma

Rajesh Kumar Sharma is Editor, India (Hon.), SAE. He writes on literature, culture, theory, technology and
education. Has published papers on diaspora studies and translated several poems from Punjabi and Hindi. He

blogs at kriticulture.blogspot.com.

One does not have to be a cynic to be able
to suggest that an epic of the contemporary
diasporic experience is yet to be written.
There is substantial diasporic writing of
excellent order, even as there is a good deal
of it of the order of the banal. But a diasporic
classic of the order of the epic certainly does
not yet exist.

The wait for the diasporic classic takes
place between the now and the not yet,
between the given and the likely, and -most
significantly and decisively— between the
likely and the possible. It takes place in
precisely this amorphous location and at this
point of time partly because the diasporic
experience complicates time and space. And
that is something the emerging global regime
of production also does. But does the
convergence of effects also suggest some
natural affinity, even complicity, between the
diasporic subjectivity and the emerging
global regime of production? To the extent
that this regime induces universal
diasporization in its own vested interest,
does it mean that, with an adversarial space
being progressively squeezed out of
existence, the only future that is left is
necessarily afflicted with political paralysis?

But to go to sleep with nightmares of
paralysis is to see only one pole of the
dialectic of the great wait, and hence to see
no dialectic at all.

Perhaps an adversarial space can be
produced by the subject of the emerging
global regime today by a change of tactic,
provided the diasporic subject becomes, like
Hannah Arendt’s figure of the refugee, “the
paradigm of a new historical consciousness”
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(Agamben, 16.5). This is conceivable if, in
place of passively submitting to or plainly
resisting the diasporization induced by the
global regime, the subject seizes the
initiative from the other end and, inserting
himself/herself strategically into history,
radicalizes the process of diasporization
both experientially and politically, and
pushes the radicalization to the point where
the oppressive order would be, as Hamlet
puts it, “hoist with its own petard”, and
overthrown.

The question then, essentially, is: How
does the subject “insert” himself/herself into
the history that is the present (Camus 237)?

The first prerequisite is to grasp the
present not as what comes after the end of
history but as a gathering historical moment
and, as such, a historic opportunity.

The second prerequisite is a lucid and free
seeing into the heart of the present. Freedom
from the habits of seeing is crucial because
the heart of the present has a peculiar
architecture. It spreads out like a network of
nerves around the globe with, of course,
differential concentration of nodes. We have
to switch the categories of time and space to
get a handle on our historical situation. In
other words, we can best comprehend the
present time as a historical moment in terms
not of time but of space, in terms particularly
of the spatial architecture of the global regime
of production. To augment our
comprehension, we could consider the
dystopic techno-fantasy of the Matrix in the
famous movie Matrix as a metaphor, with
human beings reduced to the status of pure
resources, without a trace of the value of their
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humanity surviving.

The Matrix is an apt metaphor in that the
emerging global regime is the regime of
biopolitical production, which operates
through the production, government and
consumption of life. The key indicator of its
biopolitical character is its defining
tendency: the tendency to use human
cognitive and communicative faculties,
including affects, as the principal means and
forces of production. (If you see it a little
closely, the abbreviation BPO, which is
officially taken to stand for Business Process
Outsourcing, also means —in fact and
reality— Bio-Political Organization; so one
could say that if the Matrix is the metaphor,
the BPO is the metonym of the coming
global regime).

A key attribute of this regime is that by
turning people into 24X7 workers and
hurling them onto the fast lane (which
evidently leads to premature burnouts), it
makes  “substantial communities”
progressively disappear as their place is
swallowed by virtual communities. Living
becomes endless, and breathless, mobility,
fluidity, adjustment, arrangement.
Permanent homelessness becomes the
condition of living. And the ontological
“anguish” is condemned to dissolve into
ontic “fear” or, you may say, vice versa —for
it does not perhaps really matter. What
matters is the consequence: the collapse of
the space of reflection between anguish and
fear, the space in which humanity becomes
(Virno 32-39). The emerging global regime
of production dehumanizes literally.

The epic of the contemporary diaspora
will be written, if it is ever written, out of a
clear-eyed encounter with the absolute
dehumanization that is coming. It will be
written by the subject of the global regime
who has chosen to wield homelessness as a
weapon of freedom and not to submit to it
as an ineluctable catastrophe. It will be the
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epic of a new paradigmatic diasporic
subjectivity locked in a dialectical combat
with an order that is slowly re-engineering
the world into one borderless concentration
camp, borderless because it would leave
nothing out, would spare nothing, and would
make human beings shout with naive