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FOREWORD

It is with pleasure that, at the invitation of the College Magazine editors,
I take up my pen to greet my honourable colleagues and beloved pupils, and to salute
the magazine of this historic institution which was once considered to be a
citadel of Indian education. -

It is really in the fitness of things that Presidency College should publish
a magazine every year, and I believe this to be the opinion of a large majority of the
present members of the College. Rightly viewed, a college magazine is an organ of
the corporate life of the college, and its regular publication is greatly to be desired.
Not only does it record all academic events, but it also stimulates college activities.
These functions can be served only by regular publication. This in turn depends not
only on the energy and organisational skills of the Magazine Committee but also on
adequate financial assistance from the Government of our state.

It is reaily unfortunate that the magazine could not be published for one year
not because of our students’ lack of energy but simply owing to paucity of funds.
The cost of paper and printing has risen steeply, and adequate funds are not
forthcoming. We cannot raise the magazine fee paid by the students in the form of
session charges ; nor have we been able to impress upon the government the need for
liberal funds. This must form the substance of any apology for irregular publication.
The present issue has been made possible owing to the hard work of our students and
professors, and serves as an index of the academic life of the College.

May Presidency College flourish more and more, and long may the Presidency
College Magazine prosper.

A. K. Mukheriji
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“We appear to attribute an ‘ancanny’
quality to impressions that seek to
confirm the omnipotence of thought
and the animistic mode of thinking
in general, after we have reached a
stage at which, in our judgement,
we have abandoned such beliefs.”
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Philip Larkin ¢ A Preface

Nirmalya Ghoshal

1 listen to money singing. It’s like looking down
From long french windows at a provincial town
The slums, the canal, the churches ornate and
mad
In the evening sun. It is intensely sad.
(‘Money’ ; High Windows)

Perhaps the note of sadness is unavoidable
when one writes poetry in this world of insta-
bility and crisis. Philip Larkin, provides no
exception. The economic hiatus between
different classes of people gets widened every-
day, and a working middle-class man generally
becomes an aged, stooping person in no time,
resembling what Yeats called long ago ‘a paltry
thing’.

A tattered coat upon a stick.
To Larkin this image is a bit different but
essentially the same. He feels that
Ican
Never in seventy years be more a man

Than now—a sack of meal upon two sticks
(The North Ship).

As in Yeats’s ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, which
provides Larkin’s poem with its property-basket
of metaphors, the central idea is that a poet
makes up for the disappointments of his life
through his art.
To Larkin, life is
...... first boredom, then fear,
Whether or not we use it, it goes,
And leaves what something hidden from
us chose,
and age, and then the only end of age.

(‘Dockery and Son’ : The Whitsun
Weddings)

This negative attitude to life often prompts
him to write satiric pieces. In ‘Annus Mirabilis’
he speaks of the growing sexual permissiveness
in society like a man who himself has just
missed the bus :

...life was never better than

In nineteen sixty-three

(Though just too late for me)—

Between the end of the Chatterley ban

And the Beatles’ first LP,

(High Windows)

and in the piece called ‘This Be the Verse’
Larkin passes his sentence on mankind :

Man hands on misery to man.
It deepens like a coastal shelf
Get out as early as you can,
And don’t have any kids yourself.
(High Windows)

Though different in tone, the opening of
another poem again reveals Larkin’s pessimistic
stance °
Always too eager for the future, we
Pick up bad habits of expectancy.
(‘Next Please’ ¢ The Less Deceived)

These lines seem to support Colin Falck,
who said in a review of Larkin’s poem that
Larkin misrepresents life, in the sense that he
implies that life is pointless. ‘Futile though
life may be for the majority of people in our
present society’, Falck says, ‘it is not futile in
principle in the way that Larkin makes it seem’.
It is often alleged that Larkin’s views are
negative. Ian Hamilton, who in other respects
admires Larkin (as Colin Falck does), suggested
that the great drawback of Larkin’s work is its
‘rather narrow range of negative attitudes’.
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While conceding that Larkin’s poems often
express ideas predominantly negative, we must
also grant that Larkin is a poet who is sensitive
enough to write poetry not from a preconceived
set of principles but as a direct and personal
response to particular experiences. If these
experiences provide him little cause for hope,
then his poetry is bound to be devoid of it.

Though hailed as the best poet England
now has, Larkinis often called ‘minor’ as a
poet. The only reason behind this label must
be the small bulk of his work. Larkin’s poetic
reputation rests on less than one hundred
poems. Until 1974 he had published only five
volumes of poetry, High Windows being the
latest. (The others are : The North Ship (1945)
XX Poems (1951), The Less Deceived (1955)
and The Whitsun Weddings (1964).) The
high reputation which Larkin has achieved has,
in fact, been won almost in spite of the poet
himself. That he writes so little—about four
poems a year, as he suggests—is part of a
general tendency to keep himself away from
public notice, and to eschew the popular
image of the poet. Yet Larkin’s verse is
appreciated by a very wide range of readers.
This is not to say that Larkin’s poems are
slight or simple : they are often complex, but
never unnecessarily obscure. In fact Larkin
has often expressed his disapproval of the
obscurity of Eliot’s poetry and of much so-
called ‘modern’ verse.

Larkin has been considered by many to be
the best of the Movement poets. A. Alvarez
has said that Larkin embodies ‘everything that
was best in the Movement and at the same time
shows what was finally lacking’. One cannot
agree with Alvarez, partly because one thinks
that Larkin does not share the faults of the
Movement, and partly because Larkin’s poetry

does not seem to be so typical of that produced
by the Movement that it may be picked out
as the epitome of its virtues. None the less,
Larkin is so often considered in the context of
the Movement that a knowledge of what it is
and its chief characteristics is important for
understanding Larkin’s poetry.

At about the time Dylan Thomas died
(in 1953) there was a reaction against the kind
of uninhibitedly romantic and emotionally
direct poetry which Thomas wrote and against
romanticism in general. The call was for a
formally strict poetry that would be rationally
and morally coherent, and that would offer
poised, intelligent comments on life rather than
uncover the depths of the unconscious. For a
few years young poets wrote cool, adroit verse
according to these prescriptions, although it
was noticeable that if the emotive obscurity
associated with Dylan Thomas disappeared it
was often replaced by the riddling, intellectual
obscurity exemplified in the poetry of William
Empson, which had a brief but intense vogue
in the early fifties. This new kind of poetry
became known as the ‘Movement’, and in 1956
a representative anthology of Movement poetry
appeared under the title of New Lines which
provided a deliberate echo of New Country,
an anthology of 1933 which first introduced
the work of the Auden group to a wide
audience.

These writers tried to return to a diction
which was recognisably that in which they spoke,
adiction that eschewed the high-flown in favour
of the colloquial. They took an ironical view of
experience, although this sometimes grew into
a cynicism that smacked of self-pity. Larkin
has a few ‘Lines on a Young Lady’s Photograph
Album’  which should be interesting in this
context. According to Larkin, photography is
an art which



overwhelmingly persuades
That this is a real girl in a real place,
In every sense empirically true !
(The Less Decelved)

And talking about self-pity,
telling his beloved :

we find Larkin

Love, we must part now : do not let it be
Calamitous and bitter. In the past
There has been too much moonlight
and self-pity.
(Poem XXIV : The North Ship)

In the present, too, we might add.

A contemporary of the Movement poets and
later associated with the group itself, Kingsley
Amis sums up the shortcoming of these writers
when he says : “Their great deficiency is meag-
reness and triviality of subject-matter : nobody
wants any more poems on the grander themes
for a few years, but at the same time nobody
wants more poems about philosophers or
paintings or novelists or art galleries or
mythology or foreign cities or other poems’.
Larkin, however, has never eschewed the great
theme on principle, nor the heightened diction
that is often necessary for its statement. Until
recently, he had not written on public events
in his poetry, but written insistently on those
themes which are of perennial importance : the
conflict between what we are and what we
imagine ourselves to be, the destructive effects
of time and suffering as they hurt and mature
us :

It grief could burn out

Like a sunken coal,

The heart would rest quiet,

The unrent soul

Be still as a veil ;

(Poem XV/II : The North Ship)

The endlessly complex relationships between
people :

My wife and I have asked a crowd of craps
To come and waste their time and

ours perhaps
You’d care to join us ?

Funny how hard it is to be alone.

Just think of all the spare time that
has flown
Straight into nothingness by being filled
With forks and faces,
(Vers de Societe : High Windows)

and the urge to slough off what Yeats called

‘all this complexity of mire and blood’, for
Larkin thinks :

Perhaps being old is like having lighted rooms
Inside your head, and people in them, acting.
People you know, yet can’t quite name.........
. (The old fools’ : High W.)
and feels that

At death you break up : the bits
that were you
Start speeding away from each other for ever
With no one to see.
(‘The old fools’ : High W.)

Technically, Larkin’s language is never flat,
unless he iintends it to be so far a particular
reason, and his diction is never stereotyped.
Poetry is his medium, not his subject. Larkin
farther brings a novelist’s eye to his precise
reflections of and on contemporary English
life ; he is a poet of provincial landscape and
domestic interiors and small human defeats
and triumphs. It is not surprising that Hardy
is the poet whom Larkin admires above all
others and who has greatly influenced him.
It Larkin’s poetry lacks large romantic gestures
or defiant modernist assertions, his best poems
have a marked aesthetic intensity below the
deceptively realistic appearance. It is true
that Larkin’s dominant mood is of melancholy



and autumnal regret and a sense of time
inexorably passing. But whether one likes it
or not, this has been a prominent mood in all
English poetry since the Romantic movement.
In common with Dr. Johnson, Larkin sees
in life ‘much...... to be, endured and little to
be enjoyed’; and like the blues singer’s art,
Larkin’s poetry mediates between this experi-
ence and his audience. His forms are ‘tradi-
tional’ rather than ‘modern’, but they are
various, and unmistakably constitute a full
response to contemporary life.

To round up our discussion, then, we
can again go back to Falck who considers
Larkin to be making life seem futile, pre-
sumably by the expression of those ‘negative
attitudes’ to which Hamilton refers. There
is certainly an element in his work that
suggests that he would like to be out of life
altogether. Perhaps it reaches its most explicit

statement in the title-poem of High Windows,
It is a poem about the way successive genera-
tions dispense with the taboos of their pre-
decessors. But Larkin implies that real
freedom has nothing to do with the lifting of
social restraints ;

Rather than words  comes the thought of
high windows :

The sun-comprehending glass,

And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows

Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless,

Such yearning is a yearning for freedom,
however, not necessarily a wish to be outside
life because living is unbearable. Though
Larkin is exhilarated by the idea, his attitude
is not negative in the sense that he sees such
a state of ‘unfenced existence’ as a sort of ideal
condition, against which life may be matched
and found wanting.



A Crifique of Physics

Ambar Niel Sen Gupta

The twentieth century has seen mankind
take a giant intellectual leap in the under-
standing of nature. We entered this century
doubting Newtonian physics ; within a few
decades we were able to construct radically
new physical theories that gave us a deeper
understanding of nature, and at the same time
showed us that nature is far more subtle, far
more mysterious than what our forefathers
in physics had believed it to be. On a more
visible plane, scientific advance in this century
is symbolized by man’s leap into space and
the invention and widespread use of the
eiectronic computer. All these achievements
have made almost total faith in what is known
as the ‘scientific method’. ILet us pause here
to take a closer look at this method.

/s Science a religion ?

To answer such a question one needs a
definition of ‘religion’. Most classical reli-
gions have at their core a collection of state-
ments about reality or consciousness which
are to be believed in. The important thing
is that some of these statements may contradict
each other, and logical conclusions drawn from
the statements need not necessarily be believed
in. Deductions are made by a mixture of
logic, intuition and faith. Thus classical reli-
gions do not, in general, use any standard
logic.

Science is also basically a collection of
statements that are to be believed in. The
distinguishing feature of Science is that this
collection is logically consistent ; that is, if we
believe in a statement we cannot at the same
time believe in its negation, but we believe in
any logical conclusion drawn from the state-
ment. Keeping in mind that it is possible

mathematically to consider many types of
logic, and that Science uses only a particular
fixed logic, it appears that a priori Science does
not have any ‘superiority’ over any religion.
Of course, from a utilitarian viewpoint Science
is ‘superior’ to any religion. But what we wish
to stress here is that Science too is ultimately
a set of beliefs.

How precise is physics ?

Faith in physics rests partly on the popular
idea that physics deals with precisely defined
terms which are used in a clear logical fashion.
The fact is, however, that there is actually
a great lack of precision in our understanding
ot the most fundamental terms of physics. A
critical reading of even the most elementary
physics texts raises questions of fundamental
importance : ‘what is mass ?, ‘what is force 7
etc. In attempting to answer such questions
we must realize that in any physical theory
there will always be some primitive notions
which cannot be defined in terms of other
notions. People who believe in the operational
philosophy will probably give a set of opera-
tions and define the ‘mass’ of a body to be
the result of performing those operations
(which may include mathematical calculations)
on the body. Such definitions invite instant
criticism. Firstly, it is a safe bet that nobody
can specify a set of operations that can be
performed on all bodies in the universe,
and so there will be bodies whose mass remains
undefined. Simpler still is the following
argument. What if we do not carry out the
given set of operations on a body ? The mass
of the body would then be undefined. We
cannot say that ‘we do not know the mass of
the body then’ since such a statement assumes



that ‘mass’ exists even if we never measure
it, and this contradicts the definition under
consideration.

In view of all this, one might well wonder
what the familiar equation ‘F=ma’ really
means. All the concepts involved in this
fundamental formula of classical physics lack
clarity of definition. Yet countless predictions
made on the basis of this equation have been
verified !

Such defficulties exist also for the concept
of length, measurement of time intervals and
the physical interpretation of probability
theory. All these are not abstruse philoso-
phical problems. Obviously they lie at the
foundations of physics.

The physicist’s mathematics

Another popular belief that contributes
to the respect that physics enjoys is that phy-
sicists use sophisticated mathematics to deduce
physical results in a perfectly locical manner.
Unfortunately, this is far from the truth. Most
works on physics are filled with a jumble of
ill-defined symbols manipulated by a kind of
logic that is more suited to obscure religions
than to a branch of science, all this being
passed off as the ‘mathematics’ of physics.
Some like to attribute this widespread abuse
of mathematics to the physicist’s impatience
to get results. Abuse of mathematics may thus
be excused if one is working on the frontiers
of physics. But what about the mathematics
of well ecstablished branches of physics?
Decades have passed since the invention of
differential forms, yet even now virtually all
thermodynamics texts work with ill defined
infinitesimals. Generalized functions have been
studied extensively in mathematics, yet most
physics texts, even the most famous ones (Jack-
son’s ‘‘Classical Electrodynamics™, for ex-
ample), still use something close to Dirac’s

original ‘definition’. Most popular texts on
Classical Mechanics do not even present a
gentlemanly version of the techniques of the
calculus of variations, let alone use the elegant
mathematical devices, like symplectic forms, that
can be used to give a correct formulation of the
whole topic. In statistical mechanics physicists
regularly ‘differentiate’ integer valued functions.
This list can of course be continued. In
fairness it must be added that many physicists
have accepted good mathematics, especially in
the theory of relativity and in some areas of
particle physics. What is needed, however, is
a big cleansing operation for the whole subject.

Concluding Remarks

Some of the difficulties in correctly for-
mulating a physical theory may be removed if
one attempts a formal (‘axiomatic’) approach.
Any physiczal theory may be formulated in rou-
ghly the following manner. There is a set P of
physical objects that we believe exist. We
name each object of P by a word and using
these objects as primitive symbols we build a
formal language L. Finaily to certain words
and sentences in L, which may correspond to
physical concepts about the objects in P, we
assign mathematical objects which may be
called the mathematical ‘Models’ of the original
concepts. Thus, for example, the statement
‘the electric field is a vector field’ really means
that we are using the mathematical object
‘vector field” to model the physical object or
concept of the electric field. Such an approach
would be elegant and would provide clarity
and precision to physical theories.

Physics has reached great heights. But let
us not forget the foundations and building
blocks in our haste to climb higher. Logic
and clarity cannot be sacrificed by any branch
of Science. Nature is mysterious but let our
study of it not grow more mysterious still.



Marxism and Literature
Sudeshna Chakravarty

What is Marxist literature? Is such a
concept at all tenable ? Marx was a voracious
reader and had a wide knowledge of classical
and modern literature of Western Europe. His
works are studded with literary references.
However, neither Marx nor Engels dealt ex-
tremely or elaborately with literature, as they
did in the fields of economics, politics and
history. Nor did they produce any theory of
literature, as such. The comments of Marx on
Balzac, the more detailed analysis of Tolstoy by
Lenin, provide valuable literary as well as
sociological insight. Later Marxist critics of
the first rank, such as Lukacs, Brecht, Sartre,
Adorno, Benjamin, Goldman and others did put
forward many such theories, with various
degrees of completeness and coherence. How-
ever, these differ from each other more than
they agree.

One cannot then speak of a general Marxist
literary theory. However, Marxism claims to
understand the basis of literature, or, at least
the reasons for the existence of different kinds
of literature in different ages. This is related to
the more general theory of the connection
between the economic structure and social,
political and intellectual life. Literature as part
of this life is conditioned, in the last analysis,
by the society in which it is born. Such beliefs
had been expressed even by some pre-Marxist
rhilosophers. Hegel for instance, finds in
Antigone, a tragedy by Sophocles, the conflict
between old clan ties based on kinship and the
new city state based on political association.

Yet the process is not a mechanical one.
The interaction between the basis of society
and the forces generated by this base works

| &

both ways. Indeed if it had not been so, any
hope of changing society would have been non-
existent. As Engels put it, “The economic
situation is the basis, but the various elements
of the superstructure—political forms...political,
legal and philosophical theories, religious ideas
and their further development into systems
of dogma—also exercise their influence upon
the course of the historical struggles and in
many cases preponderate in determining their
form”.

How far literature enjoys an even greater
autonomy has been a matier of debate. Here,
obviously, the interaction is still more complex
and the scope for individual differences much
greater. Literature cannot escape the influence
of ideology, insofar as the latter is understood
not as a given set of doctrines, but as a whole
series of values, ideas and images in which
people are enmeshed, not always consciously.
Yet the writer and artist unless consciously pol-
emical, cannot and do not reflect this ideology
as directly as the jurist, poiitician, political
philosophers, and in many cases, the journalist.
Even a consciously polemical work, created by
a true artist, often inplies more than it intends.
For instance, 7984 by George Orwell, perhaps
the most famous anti-communist novel in the
world, reaches at least some conclusions not
totally comforting to his own side. Balzac, in
his novels, portrayed the impossibility of a
social order which he wished to restore. Again,
all literary forms do not express the prevailing
ideology or the author’s reaction to it in the
some degree, A lyric poem, for instance, may
be for more abstract, far less directly relaied
to social reality or ideas, than a novel or a play.



Even within a given field of ideology, a writer
may make his choice, take refuge in irony or
complexity, or stray into an uncertain path
through the vagaries of genius. It was this
recognition of this delicate artistic balance
which caused Marx to take a somewhat, indul-
gent view of his volatile friend, Heine, a famous
German poet.

While Marxism claims to provide causal
insight concerning the social forces that shape
a writer or the social ideas that underly his
work, it certainly does not reduce the individual
to a mechanically determined status. Every act
of creation, the genius of every individual
talent, retains a certain degree of mystery,
which no discipline can fully solve. As Sartre
put it, Valerie is a petit bourgeois intellectual,
but not every petit bourgeois intellectual is
Valerie. Moreover, Marxists do not judge
literary worth, or even the validity of a literary
picture, exclusively with reference to the poli-
tical views of the writer. Marx preferred
the royalist, Catholic Balzac to the supposedly
radical Sue. Lenin was closer to Pushkin than
to Mayakovsky. This is not to say that such

judgements are necessarily correct, though the
one about Balzac was certainly so, but to point
out some trends of Marxist criticism.

Apart from the tools of Marxist criticism
as applied to general art and literature, there
is the specific case of so-called committed
literature. Even here, however, there is little
unanimity. Some, like Lukaks, prefer the
classical realism of the nineteenth century
European novel. Others, such a Brecht, choose
the path of irony, indirection, parody. The
dramatic adoptation of Gorky’s Mother by
Brecht, and the cinematic adaptation of the
of the same novel by Pudovkin, shows the very
different styles of the three great radical artists.
Still others, like some leftist practitioners of
the French “new novel”, prefer to keep their
political convictions apart from their creative
work.

Enough has been said of a vast and complex
subject to show that Marxism, as applied to
literature, is, or should be, a rich field of
analysis and experiment, rather than a strait-
jacket or rigid guideline.



The Master Form

Arusharka Sen

My brother once had his bicycle stolen.
It had been firmly chained to a post, and so
my brother was at a loss : how could the
thief get away with it ? A master key did the
job, he was told. A master key fits into any
lock. To me the idea was a novel one.

At the turn of the century, an equally novel
idea was simmering inside the world of artistic
thought, albeit unconsciously. Art was facing
a new kind of invasion. It was around that
time that someone, at the back of his mind,
perceived the evolution of a new art form.
But this one was in no way just another form.
Indeed, as cinema grew up, one fact was
becoming more and more evident : that it
has come to reign supreme by far over all
other art forms existent and exhausted. It
marked the end of a long wait and the begin-
ning of a new experience.

Right from the time when man got going
in search of art, he had been haunted by a
myth, It is the myth that brought out the
poet in him, the painter in him, the writer, the
sculptor, the passionate and vivacious singer
in fhim. The myth survived in the artist’s
irrepressible desire to confront reality and to
delve into it. To feel and to make felt, to
see and to show, to perceive and to commu-
nicate, to smash, to defy these are the passions
which give birth to art. Our ‘myth’ is the
squadron-leader of these passions, the dictator
that compells the artist to innovate through
medium after medium, forms and counter-
forms. With each new medium came its limi-
tations, The artist was no less pained than
elated. But he went on striking.

Then at long last it happened. The anvil
came to realize what the hammer had to say.
The message spread. Had he appreciated its
significance, a newspaper editor would have
printed : “Reality surrenders ; the myth bro-
ught to life.” What reality surrendered to was
an art form inherent in it, moulded by it ; an
art form that is the blood brother of reality.
Here was the master form in which centuries
of tireless striving of other art forms sought
perfection - and found it.

And all this thanks to the myth. “The
guiding myth”, said Andre Bazin, “‘dominated
in a more or less vague fashion all the techn’-
ques of mechanical reproduction of reality,
from photography to phonograph”. The goal
was “an integral realism, a re-creation of the
world in its own image”. Itis only unfortu-
nate that it was as late as the 1950s before
Bazin reconized the “myth of total cinema”.

Actually with cinema, a realization should
have dawned upon the horizon scanners of the
world of art. That this was a revolution. A
new Gospel. Henceforth almost every art form
was to follow a new course. Cinema would
teach them to think along the cinema way.
What, then, is the cinema way ?

The prime reason why the cinema triumphed
in the centuries-old marathon was that it could
see (a fact which continues ¥'to distinguish
cinema from, for example, theatre ; the latter
only shows. This is why neither filmed dramas
nor theatrical films were ever any great’artistic
successes.) Only half aware of this fact, people
like Thomas Alva Edison suffered quite a
shock. Their neat, money-making, audio-



visunal barrel-organ shot out of their control
and became the symbol of vision. Vision, “the
most efficient form of human cognition”, gave
cinema the most vital support and the stron-
gest bulwark.

Every art wants to make a point about
reality. In cinema this is done in a unique
fashion. With the help of vision, a film lets
reality make a case for itself. A filmis a con-
fession of reality. And this confession is put
forth bit by bit, the way one proves a theorem.
The audience views it, and listens to it, perhaps
feels it ; the point is thus made. But the point
is not to be enforced upon the viewer. (Ut~
palendu Chakraborty’s “CHOKH” had this
problem : the director’s anxiety to makc a
point got the better of what he had to show.
The point stuck out like a sore thumb throu-

ghout the film).!

A master cxample of how a cinematic
process works can be found in Ray’s “Aranyer
Dinratri”’. Four young men, a top-level business
executive, a middle-class labour officer, a
sportsman (jilted by his girl) "and a happy-go-
lucky gambler, ail of them friends, go on a
trip to the Palamau forests in Bihar. Then
begins the confrontation with reality. The
camera presents how these men behave, their
unexpected encounter with another family, with
women, their tell-tale reactions and finally their
departure. Through the finale the director
seems to say, ‘‘See my point ?” Now all that
is not to say that fantasies or animation films
cannot be cinema. But all films that are true
cinema and sincere works of art may be reco-
gnised by one common trait : exploration of
the art inherent in reality. Cinema believes
that truth is stranger than fiction. This is
what was to be learnt from the master form.

Around September 1982, Mr. Satyajit Ray
said in the course of a lecture, “...many of our

writers secem more inclined to use their minds
than their eyes and ears. 1In other words,
there is a marked tendency to avoid concrete
observation™. This stirred up a hornet’s nest.
Quite a few writers were indignant at such
remarks. Most upset of them was probably
Mr. Buddhadev Guha, who vehemently protes-
ted : “Writers are reither cameras nor tape-
recorders...”.  Ray’s remarks do have one
untenable point : using one’s mind and using
one’s eyes and ears are not necessarily two
disjointed modes of perception. But by using
eyes and ears do wrilers indeed degencrate into
cameras and tape-recorders? It would be
rather naive to think so.

Writers, one believes, were the first ones to
realize the vast subtleties to be achieved by
using the pen as a camera or tape-recorder.
So we find the use of details, flashbacks,
montage (various shots assembled to convey a
special sense) proliferate in novels and short-
stories as well as in films. Sergei M. Eisenstein
once quoted a passage from “Oliver Twist™”.
It depicted a morning in the market place of a
London suburb. After a brief analysis Eisens-
tein remarked that with the help of “magnificen-
tly typical details” the passage gives ‘‘the
fullest cinematic sensation of the panorama of
a market”.

But Dickens was pre-cinema. One can read
cinema—in an even more refined from—in the
writings of the 20th Century Modernists. The
opening lines of Albert Camus’ “The Silent
Men” shows a middle aged man wearily
bicycling on his way to work at a small barrel
factory. He is one of the many who are
returning after their strike has failed. Camus’
pen observes. These reluctant men get back
to work silently. They refuse to talk to the
boss again. At the end of the day, the miil-
owner informs them in a broken voice that his
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son has teen hospitalized. With a heavy mind
the worker slowly pedals his way back home,
He sits down with a glass of wine and says to
himself : “The boss deserved it”. Once again
we watch reality manifest itsetf.

Poetry is a medium that has had occasions
to defend itself against questions like ‘“What
is poetry 7’ Similar questions have been thrown
at the cinema. The poet’s urge to transcend
limits (and limitations), to challenge life, to
play with forms are more intense than anyone
else’s. The poet was sirred up a good deal by
our ‘myth’, and this could be confirmed by the
anti-classical tradition that started along with
this century. An uncanny darkness was percei-
ved by Jibanananda Das in...“darkness like a
camel’s protruding neck”. The poet was in
search off the shortest route to reality. So he
wiped his language clean of its habitual logic
and built a visual structure with it. “Soon/the
dirty water on the unwashed dishes / is going to
reflect / another  smog-veiled morning” :
...This is how Subhash Mukhopadhyay port-
rayed daybreak in a working-class life.  Critics
have praised Mukhopadhyay’s remarkable
ability to capture life—pulsating and turbulent.
And yet this is what the die-hard preachers of
pure poetry detest in a poet. “Mukhopadhyay
belongs to that class of poets, to whom poetry
is less important than people”, someone com-
plained. It seems to be bad manners to talk
of people. People stink ! Democratia shtunk,
said Adenoid Hynkel in “The Great Dictator”.

Binodbehari Mukhopadhyay was once work-
ing on a mural showing a herd of buffaloes.

A few tribals werc watching. One of them
walked up to him and pointed out that one or
two calves should also be present in the herd.
Mukhopadhyay later told Satyajit Ray how that
addition emboldened the image. Orthodox
art-critics however, disfavour such elements of
realism in paintings. They go for pure abstrac-
tion of form. But they recognize the nced for
detaiis as a mode of communication between
the painter and he viewer. They are also
unanimous on another issue-that painters do
want to come to reality. In “Art”, Mr. Clive
Bell wrote about Paul Cezanne’s undying
endeavours to achieve his goal—the complete
expression. Perhaps it was the ‘myth’ again
that drove Cezanne. One knows about Sal-
vador Dali who really took to cinema in order
to give vent to his ‘sur-realist’ ideas. By
designing a perfume bottle for a French firm,
this painter has recently established a material
link between reality and abstraction ! Priced
at about £1500 a bottle, this marketable surplus
of Dali’s sur-realist creative potential is yet to
reach the grass-root-level reality !

There have been lengthly discourses on
cinema’s dependence on other art forms. We
have been hearing comments like “Films will
realize Bach’s dream of finding an optical
equivalent of the temporal structure of a
musical composition”. Cinema has been held
as a composite art rather than an art in its own
right. The above is only to suggest that some-
times we may think in the reverse direction :
from the cinema to other art forms. Only
sometimes, not always. Abstruction will be

there. But abstraction cannot suppress reality.

11



Cactus-Flowers
Brinda Bose

Remember

the first night we met

on a pebbled driveway

and you said

you saw cactus flowers in my eyes ?

You took my hand

(later you told me

that you were surprised to find no thorns)
and our love unfolded

in the uncomfortable clutches

of the cactus plants

strewn around.

Remember
our regular college street walkathons

through the rain-drenched afternoons
along battered tram-lines

(was it then that you first felt the pricks
that later made you bleed ?)

We dreamt many dreams,

you and I,

and our vision scanned the far-away
horizons with something like hope.

Remember

the first birthday

we spent together

(was it yours or mine ?

it hardly matters)

we pooled our meagre resources

and bought ourselves

a tiny cactus plant,

rude and angry looking,

and hoped to see it blossom into flowers

(You said
it would be just like me
opening my eyes at dawn)

1 sometimes still wonder where exactly
we went wrong.

The sparkle in my eyes

that had held you (“forever” ?) mesmerised
obviously faded away

to reveal a nature far from sunny......

was it then

that you realized

cacti are better known

for their thorns than for their flowers ?

Whatever it was,

you left,

without so much as a by-your-leave ;
but that was many years ago.

Since then,

many dreams have died, and many others have
taken their place ;

and at last

the flowers have bloomed again in my eyes.

only,
this time
he calls them stars
(the notion of cactus-flowers has not
even occurred, I think)

When we gaze deep into the night together
and hope for the best.

Remember

that summer night

so very long ago

when we did the same ?

By the way, I threw away that cactus plant
this morning,.
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Interregnum

Malini Guha

I begin to tell you...

after a summer-shower

the streets

re-sound your absence

or

Sundays

are tedious indiscretions

best got over quickly.

But I’'ve told you all this before.
At the end of the road of conversations
words become

the cast-out shells of used-up meanings.
It is time

to write a new peom.

And yet,

too early.

To anticipate nothingness

with expectation

is a feat

I didn’t hope to accomplish.
You make everything possible.

a poem
Sudipto Sen

Socrates saw it on a cup

Old Hector in the dust

They all travelled down this way
And I too if I must

Orpheus sang to my stars

But still they wouldn’t sleep
Weary of my haunted sky
And a wounded moon that creeps

The moon is older than my day
But the breathless skies will pass
Then I shall lie down on my earth
And breathe my songs to the grass.
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Sukumar Ray for Beginners
Sreerup Ray Chaudhury

Wherever Sukumar Ray is read, he is more than appreciated :
he is practically an institution, and many of his creations have passed
into the common idiom of the Bengali language. But beyond his
Bengali readership, he remains inaccessible except for some half-forgotten
translations by his eminent son. It was my strong desire that his
poems should cross the linguistic barrier ; so it was not long before
I undertook to translate a few poems myself.

It was a difficult task. Nonsense verse Is never very easy to
translate, and Sukumar Ray poses further problems as he loved to
burlesque the elements of everyday Bengali life, at once common-
place and untranslatable. Then I remembered Professor P. Lal’s dictum,
that if poetry cannot be translated, it must be transcreated. And
that is just what I have done. I have tried to approximate each
outrageous idea in Bengali with a similar concept more familiar to
English-speaking readers.

I. The Owl's Love-Song

Said the owl to his spouse, In their sylvan house—
How splendid, my love, is your screech !

All rapt 1 hear Your notes ring clear......
Their beauty just robs me of speech.

Such a lilting voice, Of tunes such a choice,
It fills my soul with delight—

Such liquid power Spreads out from your bower
It startles the trees all the night !

Such rhythmic sense Such sweet cadence
Your piercing notes so shrill......

Their tremulous touch Affects me so much,
My heart is set all-a-thrill !

All fear, all sorrow, All thought for the morrow

All pain, all hate, all trembling,
At the sound of your song Are banished ’‘ere long—
I dream, O my hook-nosed darling,

Of your face as bright As the moon in the night
And the melody you thus fashion—
To your sweet strains slow My tears overflow

And I weep with fervent passion !
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II. The Precgress of Science

A wonderful instrument really
Has Chandidas’ uncle made—
Everywhere they praise it freely
And ‘bravo’-s are loudly said.

This uncle, when he was younger,
(Aged a year or so).

Cried out saying ‘goongaa’
And made one hell of a row—

Most kids say ‘pa-pa’, ‘ga-ga’
And spout no manner of sense ;
This deed, in the uncle’s saga,
Amazed relations and friends.

They said, “This wunderkind
If he comes to riper age,
His name shall surely find
A place on History’s page.”

That child, grown old to-day,
By the power of his uffish thought,
Has found himself a novel way
To increase the pace of your trot.

You may cover a lengthy route
(Which took five hours before)

If our genius’ thinking bears fruit—
In an hour and little more.

1 went to see this invention;

1t was so very simple and fit,
With about five hours’ meditation
You'd get the hang of it!
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1 wish 1 could be bolder
And explain it to you—
It’s fixed onto your shoulder
And this is what you do:

You hang before your hungry nose
Your favourite foodstuff most—
Cakes or buns or if you chose,
Chocolate. or buttered toast—

You’re bound to feel their attraction,
Your mouth moves up to eat...
The food, too, mimics your action
And moves as fast as your feet !

Thus moved fast by gluttony
With a treat before your face,
You'll never feel the monotony
But walk a brisker pace !

Full many a league you’il cover
With ease (and a little strain),
With the food beckoning ever,
Its smell driving you insane !

All men say (those who’ve heard),
Voices in unison,

“Chandidas’ uncle, all over the world,
will be hailed for his creation 1”



II1. A Conversation

“Hey ! Didn’t you say that white was red ?
(And) didn’t you snore last night in bed ?
(And) 1 hear your cats are all feline,

(And) none of you have beards like mine !
—What does all this mean, you fool ?

—I’ll thrash you as you weren’t at school!

“Just shut your mouth and eat your speech
Else I'll beat you till you screech !”

“Don’t glare at me or shout such rot—
Speak to me gently, or if not......

I wouldn’t care for you a pat ;

I know karate, remember that !”

*‘Oh, so it’s like that, is it ?
All right, com’n fight, com’n fight I

“Pride rides before a fall, you’l] see,
Were my uncle here you'd be
Thrashed to an inch of your measly life !”’

“What, yow’ll hit me ? Disturb the peace ?
Just wait till I call the police...... ”

“Now, now, now, now ! Don’t lose your head :
What was it you really said 7

“That’s true really, it’s a joke merely......
Why should we fight ? Have a fag...... Her’e a light.”

“Shake hands...... it’s all settled, mate,
Let’s get home, it’s getting late.”

“No matter, all right, how-do-you-do, good night.”
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IV. The Rule of Law

In the land of Shiva
The laws are most peculiar—
If you slip and fall, I fear,
The warden takes you by the ear
Hauls you to a justiciar
—You lose 21 pennies clear.

Until the curfew’s sound should cease
You require permission to sneeze :
For those who sneeze without a pass
The warden kicks them on the arse
And dusting snuff before their noses
—Makes each take 21 doses.

If anyone’s tooth works loose,

Four bright coins he’s sure to lose ;

1f hair should shade your upper lips,

You’ll each be taxed a hundred chips:

The warden prods your back betimes
—To make you bow 21 times.

If someone should, while on the way
Look right ; or left, or glance astray,
The case is brought before the king—
At once his wardens will take wing
And make him, sweating in the sun
—Drink all of cups full 21,

And such men do they put in cages

Who with rhymes fill up the pages,

And make them hear, to various tunes,

A hundred Chinks recite the runes ;

On grocer’s accounts must they pore,
—Adding a page to a complete score.

If you snore without a warning,
In the small hours of the morning,
The furious Warden rubs your head
With dung and juice of poppies red ;
Then, paraded 21 times,

—You're hanged aloft for 21 chimes.
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V. Midnight Sonata

Dreadful midnight, lonesome stark

The trees are draped in velvet-dark ;
Where the banyan’s cobwebby tangle lies
There shine glowworms’ glittering eyes ;
All round bushes in silence throng—
Come, brother Tomcat, join my song!
Come friend, let’s sing loud and true

A song that shall be sweet to you :
Half-split in the eastern sky

Rose the Moon : a bloodshot eye ;
Above the tiles I remembered then

Lay half-a-sweet, from who knows when ;
I rushed there breathless, without any stops—
A shameless hussy sat licking her chops ;
The whole sweet in her cheeks was piessed
All hope at once fled my breast!

1 wished, then, I could quit this life,
All, I saw, was illusion and strife

All was nasty, and empty to boot—

The mistress’ face seemed black as soot !
My piercing grief bursts out anew

Come, friend, let's sing loud and true.
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The Antinomies Of Richard Wagner

Rudrangshu Mukherjee

[This is the text of a talk delivered at Max Mueller Bhavan on 16 August,

1983 on the occassion of Wagner's death centenary.
and deliberately dispensed with footnotes and references,]

lecture form

Born in 1813 Wagner was a contemporary
of Karl Marx ; they died in the same year.
Wagner’s life, like Marx’s, was associated with
the age of revolution and the age of capital.
This was clearly the age of the bourgeoisie,
the first rosy flush of proletarian militancy in
1848 notwithstanding. The first half of the
nineteenth century was dominated by the achi-
evement of two revolutions ; one in Britain, the
Incustrial Revolution, and the other in France.
Both heralded the triumph of a new society
governed by the spirit of enterprise, reason
and profit—the ideologies of the conquering
bourgeoisie. Revolutions, however, by their own
momentum, unleash forces that transcend the
limits the leading actors would like to impose
upon them. The bourgeoisie triumphed, but
their victory was made possible by the help
of the labouring poor and the professional
classes. History seemed no longer to be made
by kings and princes : people made their own
history. Belind the structure of bourgeois
political thcories, lurked the masses and the
radical intelligentsia with the potential to turn
moderate liberal revolutions into far-reaching

social ones. 1848 was their year of hope, but

of that later.

The second half of the century saw the
massive advance of the world economy of
industrial capitalism. Capital seemed synony-
mous “with progress. Iron and steel, railways,
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and the Suez canal seemed to be the epitomes
of the age. The social order that capital
represented, the ideas and beliefs which legiti-
mised and ratified it in science, in reason and
in literalism were dominant. There was an
air of certainty, of enlightened self-confidence.
Yet the European bourgeoisie, latecomers to
capitalism, was hesitant to commit itself to
to public political rule. National unification
could proceed but within the strict control of
the bourgeoisie : democracy was not to be
permitted to previsage socialism.

The counterpoint to the achievements and
domination of the bourgeoisie were, as I have
indicated, already present. Tocqueville voiced
the fears of many Europeans when he said in
in the Chamber of Deputies : “We are sleeping
on a volcano Do you not see that the
carth trembles anew ? A wind of revolution
blows, the storm is on the horizon.” Xarl
Marx and Fredrich Engels, from the other side
of the fence, could speak of the spectre of
communism that was haunting Europe. The
prophets themselves did not know, perhaps,
how close they were to the fulfilment of their
own prophecy. Tocqueville uttered his words
early in 1848. The Communist Manifesto
was published on 24th Feb. 1848. On the same
day the Republic was proclaimed in France ;
the revolution overspread south-west Germany
and Bavaria in the first week of March ; Berlin

.........
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and Vienna went to the revolutionaries on [1th
and 13th March respectively, and Hungary
and Italy soon after. The triumph of the
bourgeoisic seemed at an end at least in the
central core of Europe. The working class
which the dominance of capital had engendered
now seemed to be taking its dues and some-
thing over. The cunning of reason which had
epitomised itself in the abstract slogans of
liberty, fraternity and equality now transcended
itself as the proletariat demanded their own
content to such slogans. Liberty, whom Dela-
croix had placed on the barricades in 1830
with the national tricolour, now seemed to be
on the barricades holding aloft the red flag, the
symbol of international proletarian solidarity.
It was, as Eric Hobsbawm has remarked, “the
springtime of people.”

On the barricades at Dresden Wagner
fought. He was then thirty-six years old and
the conductor of the Dresden opera. A few
days earlier he had conducted Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony at the opera house. But
at the moment of the insurrection he watched
with undisguised pleasure the house go up in
flames. His pleasure was indeed, so great .hat
many suspected him of starting the fire. A
Communal Guard who was also a musician
shouted to Wagner while watching the fire
in an obvious allusion to the Ode to Joy :
“Herr Kapellmeister, the divine ray of joy has
come ablaze.”

For the radical intelligentsia 1848 seemed
to be the moment of arrival, of dreams coming
true. It was the year of promise. For Wagner
the excitement was internal. The sensation
of being with the crowd intoxicated him ; the
revolution had freed him from responsibility
and also from the philistinism of the haute
bourgeoisie who thronged the opera house.
In fact, his enthusiasm for the insurrection had
surprised his revolutionary friends like Bakunin

and Rockel. They knew Wagner as apolitical,
but impulsive to the extent of ringing alarm
bells at the risk of his life. In reality,
Wagner’s support to the revolution, his
vision for a better future was deeply contra-
dictory. His was not the struggle for liberty
and equality under a republic. Wagner wanted
an absolute king, ruling over a free people,
without parliment or nobility. There was a
personal element in Wagner’s enthusiasm for
the revolution. He loved to merge his excitable
self in movements involving people. in what
he called “the mechanical stream of events.”
He had done it once in the 1830 uprising at
Leipzig, he did it again at Dresdsn in 1848.
He was also protesting against what he thought
was the tyranny of the bourgeoisie, typified in
the difficu.ties of his own life. For Wagner, the
root of evil, was not monarchy but the
philistive Fourgeoisie. Therefore he despised
parliaments and yet welcomed the Revo-
lution, hoping that out of the chaos would
arise a leader to lift the masses to power, to
the heights of art and to a new German spirit.

The moment of hope, for Wagner and for
revolutionaries of all shades of opinion, was
short lived. The revolutions of 1848 failed
rapidly and definitively all over Europe. Reac-
tion took its revenge by becoming entrenched
in  Europe : never again in the nineteenth
century was the continent to witness a revolu-
tion on the 1848 scale. Walt Whitman reflected
the triumph of the forces of the status quo
in the lines :

“The people scorned the ferocity of Kings
But the sweetness of mercy brew’d bitter
destruction and
the frightened monarchs come back,
Each comes in state with his train, hangman,

priest, taxgatherer, soldier, lord, jailer
and sycophant...
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Meanwhile corpses lie in new-made graves,
bloody corpses of young men,
The rope of the gibbet hangs heavily, the
bullets of princes are flying, the creatures
of power laugh aloud”.

For the radical intelligentsia the year of
hope turned out to be the year of despair.
Disillusionment took many forms: Marx
found it immediately imperative to understand
the nature of Bonapartism and its concomitant
alignment of class forces, .and later to anato-
mize the structure and dynamics of capital.
Herzen turned to believing that man’s funda-
mental questions were without solutions and
that the later nineteenth-century revolutionaries

were “‘the syphilis of our revolutionary
passions.” In Wagner the votte face was
complete.

When the Prussian troops entered Dresden,
Wagner fled in a hired coach, declaiming to
Bakunin on the necessity of a regenerated
German spirit and punctuating his speech with
cries of “Fight, fight forever”. But the fight
disappeared from Wagner’'s own life and
thought after the eighteenth Brumaite of Louis
Napoleon. In his later life he reconciled
himself to currying favour with the powers
that be, first with Louis Napoleon and then
with Ludwig II of Bavaria, under whose
patronage was built the theatre at Bayrenth.

Wagner was pardoned by the German
authorities. When the need to unify Germany
arose out of the marriage between' the Hohen-
zollern monarchy and the growing German
capitalism (typified by Krupps), Wagner became
the unofflcial musical ¢ laureate of the new
Bismarckian state. It was Wagner’s self-app-
ointed function to rouse the masses, through
his own art, to the new German spirit. Bis-
marck, it must be admitted, with his chara-
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cteristic Junker disdain, had no time for such
Popular notions.

In the aftermath of disillusionment
Wagner came under the spell of Schopenhauer.
There were two dominant traits in Schopen-
hauer’s philosophy. The first was the apo-
theosis of the individual. Individualism was,
of course, one of the hallmarks of bourgeois
philosophy from the Renaissance to the econo-
mic theories of Adam Smith and Ricardo.
This individualism was a philosophy of personal
activity ultimately geared to promote the civic
and social hegemony of the bourgeois class.
In Schopenhauer, however, the individual is
inflated into an absolute end in himself : deta-
ched from his social basis, the individual’s
activity now turns purely inwards, cultivating
his private peculiarities and whims as absolute
values. Secondly, there was Schopenhauer’s
pessimism., The evils of capitalism were not
specific to the era of capital, but are general
to man’s being and existence. One had to
aecept this condition without any moral con-
demnation. There was, then, a very strong
element of ahistoricity in Schopenhauer. A
natural corollary was renunciation : the Buddha
was his ideal. But because the philosophy
was fundamentally ambiguous, there was also
the conception of a wuniversal Eros which
considered sex to be the focus of the will.

Wagner, whose nature struggled for enli-
ghtenment and release, for power as well as
pleasure, seized upon Schopenhauer. He
described Schopenhauer as “a gift from heaven
to my loneliness”. Elsewhere he writes, “How
beautiful, that the old man knows nothing of
what he is to me, and what I am to myself
through him”. One suspects that it was unaer
the influence of the Schopenhauerian celebra-
tion of individual quirks that Wagner dabbled
in everything under the sun—racism, hygiene,



vegetarianism. homosexuality, anti-alchoholism.
vivisection, theosophy etc. The philosophy
pandered to his intense egotism. The concep-
tion of the universal Eros led Wagner to the
belief that “Love in its fullest reality is only
possible within sex”. But more importantly
a mood of pessimism pervades his musical
works : as Thomas Mann said it is “the mood
of decline set to music.” Nowhere is this better
seen than in the changes made in the first and
final versions of The Ring. 1In the first version
Capitalism represented by the Giants opposes
the oppressed workers (the Nibelungen). But
in the final version politics is replaced by ‘Love’
in Brunhilde while Wotan represents the pessi-
mism of Schopenhauer. The pessimism comes
through again in Tristan. Take for example,
the extolling of night ; day becomes full of
falsehoods and phantoms, only night and its
dreams are real ; :Tristan and Isolde call
themselves ‘“‘night-consecrate”. Wagner s
version of the Tristan story was deeply imm-
ersed in Schopenhauer. Wagner saw in Tristan
a figure to be interpreted in terms of disaffir-
mation. The deaths of Tristan and his royal
mistress was for Wagner a Schopenhauerian
triumph. Death, the logical end of pessimism,
seemed the route to salvation.

The ahistoricism of Schopenhauer came
through in Wagner’s role as mythologist.
Wagner, it has been said, discovered myths for
the purposes of the opera ; he saved the opera
through myth. He found himself in those
works and in the musical language of the
opera. It is the language of “once upon a
time” in the further double-sense of “as it
always was” and “as it always shall be” : a
denial of time, a resurrection of the mythical
tradition of heroes in an era of mass pro-
duction. To deny the present corruption, the
present lust for power, and the denial of love—

all evils of the era of capital—Wagner sought
refuge from reality in myth and legend. There
was a revival of magic, ritual and tribal sagas.
Simultaneous with such a revival came Wagner’s
Germanism : the uniqueness of German art
and the need to regenerate it. The Master-
singers close with the couplet :

Let fall to dust

The Holy Roman Empire,
And live for ever

Our holy German art.

The panegyric of German art coincided
and suited the needs of the growing German
empire. Wagner rejoiced at the sight of the
German army encamped in 1871 around Paris,
his home during exile. What followed as a
corollary to an essentially German awareness
was the notion of racial purity. Wagner
turned more and more anti-Semitic, and in his
later years his hatred reached further to em-
brace those with black and yellow skins.

Through the universalization of programme
music and the opera, Wagner sought to esta-
blish a new art form. In his book Opera
and Drama he declared music to be the servant
of drama. Wagner was essentially a man of
the theatre, of the spectacle. The new form
would supplant all musical forms. Wagner
poured scorn on Mendelssohn, Schumann and
Brahms. The new form would be composite,
combining music, speech, painting and acting.
It would be the only true art and the fulfil-
ment of all artistic yearning, an art to end
all art. The operas would be longer, the
orchestras bigger, the singing louder and the
stage spectacles more glamorous. The audience
was to be left intoxicated and overwhelmed,
plunged into another world. If Krupps com-
manded his armies of workers, Wagner domi-
nated his audience. Will-nilly, there was
something bourgeois in Wagner, His love for
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the grandiose in lus operas

.ug in common with the salons of

aod filled with silk, velvet, gold brocade

. upholstered furniture. It was what Thomas

Mann loved to call “tad nineteenth century.”

But it was bourgeois all the same, bourgeois

as distinct from its original civic spirit. To

the most materialistic of civilizations, Wagner

seemed to supply the spiritual demands of the

successfu: middle classes. Hence the cathedral
at Bayrenth, with Wagner as its high priest.

Wagner leaves us with the overwhelming
impression of a superimposition—“a double
optic” as Nietzsche described it : a genius
who could cater to the finest and the coarsest ;
a supporter of the revolution in the most roya-
list of terms : a man desirous of riding the

crest of history but a victim of history itself ;
a composer who revolutionized music in his
own time but was most appreciated by the
class he considered philistine. The antinomies
of Richard Wagner are perhaps the antinomies
of the German bourgeoisie itself, a class
incapable of commanding hegemony on its
own and thus caught in the twilight zone of a
transition not quite complete. Or maybe it
was the antinomy of the nineteenth century
where the achievements of that era seemed
overwhelmed by the monsters of the twentieth.

Wagner's heroes extolled in operas, in the
cunning passages of history, had fathered
unnatural vices. The corpse that he had

planted began to sprout in the garden of Nazi
Germany.
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The Chasm

Bhaskar Sarkar

It was our first week at college. One
afternoon, our classes being over for the day,
we were sitting in the portico. A caterpillar
was climbing up the wall. When I pointed
it out to one of my classmates, who incidentaly
happens to be a Bengalee, she remarked, “What
do you mean by shoe-poker ? It’s a caterpillar,
yeah I’ Someone had commented at that point—

“GUmerg o1, AT,
AT #T4 A

The whole incident had elicited a hearty
Jaugh from us. But since then two whole
years have rolled by. My acquaintances are
no longer confined to my department or year.
Now, looking back in wistful reminiscence,
with a wisdom acquired through experience not
always happy, that incident on an indolent
afternoon no longer seems a laughing matter.

In the first year, announcements at the
fresher’s welcome ceremony were being made
in English, keeping in mind the convenience
of the non-Bengalee students. A group of
people, taking exception to this, voiced their
displeasure quite vociferously—*3IR=n 3, HS 76
FhR"—and the like, until the announcer’s
voice was drowned out. Thus the festive spirit
was marred due to the crass lack of considera-
tion on the part of a few. While the racket
can partly be traced to a basic tendency to just
‘boo’ for the sake of booing, this does not con-
stitute the complete explanation.

If one were to go deep into the reasons for

this antagonism towards English, one would
have to face some basic realities true of society
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as a whole. And these have distinct social,
political and economic implication that are
too diverse to be considered here. It would
perhaps be more worthwhile to concentrate
on the issues periaining to our college, that
are relevant in this context.

Of late it has been alleged that the college
authorities prefer students coming from English
medium schools. It is maintained that the stress
laid on proficiency in English during admission
to the college, (for example, a paper in English
in the Economics and Statistics admission
tests), coroborates this allegation. Let us
leave it to the authorities to decide whether
testing skill in English in the admission test is
necessary or not. However, two things come
to mind in this connexion. Good textbooks
in most subjects are yet to be published in the
vernacular, and most class lectures are also
in English. So in order to read, listen or
comprehend, one has to have a relatively
good knowledge of English. Secondly, the
college campus is only an extension of society,
and therefore socially accepted norms cannot
be overlooked. The fact remains that knowledge
of English is not just a status symbol, but a
decisive factor in the job market. It is no
use denouncing the college authorities for their
unwarranted stress on English, when profi-
ciency in this alien language continues to be
a criterion for judging a man’s calibre.

It is claimed that as a result of discrimina-
tory admission policy, the composition of the
student body of the college has undergone
a major transformation. The number of



‘anglicised” students is increasing rapidly in some
departments ; the departments of Economics,
Political Science and History are noteworthy in
this respect. Consequently, the atmosphere
in the college is changing.

It has to be conceded that the simultaneous
change has been discernable in the nature of
the student body. In recent years, a number of
excellent English medium schools in Calcutta
have been doing very well at the Secondary and
Higher Secondary levels. Moreover, people
coming from such schools are often seen to
overcome the craze for professional studies like
engineering and medicine, and opt for more
general disciplines. This can be ascribed to
their greater awareness of job prospects in the
corporate sector, and the fact that most of
them come from relatively affluent homes.
They can afford to face the uncertainties of
these generalist’s professions, while students
{from middle-class or poor {amilies need the job
assurance provided by specialised professional
training. Thus brilliant students from relatively
poor families branch off into the Engineering
or medical colleges ; accordingly the propor-
tions of financially well-off students is increasing
in colleges like ours. Thus the conflict of
languages assumes greater proportions. It
becomes a conflict of different income-classes.
This social stratification is reflected in the
different groups in our college.

On the one hand, we have people, often
coming from well-off homes, who usually
converse in English. They have their interests,
their modes of ‘freaking-out’, their sense of
humour—all somewhat American in nature.
They are aware of the famous Hollywood quips
of the 1940’s, but would not know much about
Sukumar Ray and Parashuram. A new
release of Deep Purple would be an event for
them, while the first album of Geeta Ghatak

goes unnoticed. And this even when most of
them are Bengalees! Some even proudly
proclaim they have a limited knowledge of
‘Bong’. It is not surprising therefore, that this
section should steer clear of a poetry session
in college featuring luminaries like Nirendra-
nath Chakraborty and Sunil Gangopadhayay.
Their absence does not stem just from apathy,
which is an inherent feature in all our students.
Their attitude towards anything ‘Bong’ is one
of cold indifference bordering on condescension.
Only what is ‘hep’ will attract them.

At the other end, there are the staunch
‘Bengalee’s whose penchant for preserving tra-
dition verges on fanaticism. They would shun
anything English ; to them rock-jazz, Simon
and Garfunkel, jeans—all are anathema. This
perhaps explains the poor turn-out from our
college at the Autumn Invitation Debates
organised at Gyan Manch, even though the
motions were quite interesting. Yet many of
them cannot help swaying to a ‘disco’ beat.
Yes, ‘disco’, of all things from the West, has
become very popular with a part of the avowed
Bengalees.

The strong feeling of resentment towards
the ‘hep’ crowd in the college can be traced
partly to the aloofness of the English-speaking
crowd. Perhaps more important is the strange
wariness born out of several complexes.
Somehow a sense of inferiority creeps into
the minds of the Bengalee group. This is a
product of our social conditioning.

So a disdainful attitude on the one hand,
and an acrimonious sense of deficiency on the
other, have led to a gaping chasm among the
students of this college. Such discordant
proximity results in tension and bitterness.
When two such disharmonions groups pass
each other, they maintain a piqued aloofness.
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This bastion of rich cultural traditions is
not being spared the onslaught of the decadent
culture of the west. This is true of the student
community as a whole. And our institution
is no exception. But instead of singling out
the degenerate elements, the staunch Bengalees
have taken up the cudgels against western
music in general, tecause it is ‘sex-oriented’ ;
wearing jeans is immoral in their eyes.
Likewise, Rodin is ‘obscene’ and Sh:kespeare
bourgeois. ‘ST has become a pet word.
In fact the only form of pure art is the brand
of sound and fury that goes by the name of
‘“riste’.  To top it all, there has to be the
indispensable political icing—that speaking in
English betrays a clear rightish learning !

Having no real issues at hand, the different
political and ‘apolitical’ groups wage battles on
flimsy grounds, For them, this antagonism
on the cultural front is a grand opportunity
for wooing the students. They exploit the rift
to enlist supporters, and in the process, widen
the gulf. Attempts to foster healthy coopera-

tion among all sections of the students have
been nullified by their petty wranglings. What
is astonishing is the fact that the students of
Presidency College, who are supposed to
possess ‘above average’ mental-and intellectual
capabilities, get bogged down in such narrow
considerations. What should have been a
source of shame continues to dominate their
attitudes.

Nevertheless, there have been some attempts
at reconciliation by a few students who are not
polarised on such grounds. They know how
to enjoy the best of both worlds. Thus they
realise that if the gulf could be bridged, a lot
could be achieved through creative communica-=
tion. But such positive ventures are far too
few in number. Disillusionment follows this
initial zeal ; apathy sets in. They find the easy
way out : indolent hours of singing and
drumming on canteen tables ; listless gossip
and small talk. Of late, some have even taken
to playing ludo ! And the gap remains ever-
widening.



The Survival of the Unfit -

Neo-Darwinism through Literature

Srimati Basu

Fascination exists only at long distance, as
Wordsworth discovered on viewing the Yarrow.
We students of English literature have almost
developed a similar outlook towards our acad-
emic pursuits.

For most of us, it had been a long-cherished
dream to study English, only English, English
without traumatic distractions like Differential
Calculus or Isothermic charts. We were guilty,
however, of committing the fundamental tacti-
cal error of underestimating the adversary.
Our utopia of leisurely poetry-reading and
whimsical essay-writing turned out to be a
deceptive quagmire of stylistic conventions and
Restoracion theatre and scansion and verisimi-
litude. Now, one often feels like sighing nost-
algically, “O, for a book of no-nonsense
Chemistry or foolproof algebra !”

Yet dark disillusionment has a broad silver
lining—the dreams we have lost are perhaps
more than made up for by the worldly wisdom
we have gained.

Literature’s first lesson was that we live in a
far more complex world than the one our inno-
cent schoolgirl environment had revealed. Who
bad thought of Robinson Crusoe’s economic
policies or religious doctrines before? Every-
thing, we learnt, was not as straightforward
as Mr. Rochester, miraculously cured of his
blindness, marrying Jane Eyre. Here (a+b )®
does not just add up to a®+b?*+2ab — there

are still stars in the sky and the magic of :moon-
light to take into account. As far as literature
is concerned, complications are the spice of
life. Ever since I came to know the profound
implications of the once-innocuous ‘Tiger,
tiger, burning bright,” I have decided to develop
a greyhound-nose for literary nuances—in fact,
even ‘Jack and Jill’ now seems to have distinct
Biblical references and shades of mysticism.

The world being indisputably divided into
the privileged minority who study English and
the mass who do not, we of the special breed
must strive to be Supermen ( Superwomen
mostly, as far as Presidency College is con-
cerned ). This superiority must not only be
apparent from the trifling academic require-
ment that we should be experts on history,
religion and psychology into the bargain; we
must also develop qualities that would Shame
the diligence of a champion ant, the curiosity
of the nosiest of Parkers, the dispassionate
analysis of the most stony-hearted stoic. Every
little love affair of Wordsworth, a sober and
solemn poet if ever there was one, must be
dragged out of obscurity for the present pur-
pose of giving ‘Lucy’ a face, but who dares to
to call the hallowed students of English Peeping
Toms ? The subject of our lifelong study is
the frenzied artist in an emotional fever, but
while we are dissecting his passionate creation,
we must remain cool and unmoved, entirely
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unaffected by it ; such discipline of the heart
is no mean feat. Our opinion of the artist
has shot up: who can help admiring the
creator who juggles with rhyme, metre, alliter-
ation and onomatopoeia and still has something
to say ? On the other hand, we take immense
pride in donning our little brief garbs of auth-
ority too—as connoisseurs, we have the intoxi-
cating privilege of finding fault with sacrosanct
Shakespeare, or granting fulsome praise to
Little Jack Horner. Every one of us is fated to
seeing life steadily, and seeing it whole .....

Editorial

Studying English Literature is still special.
After all, literature is fascinating in its very
concept : we deal not with minute, mean atoms
nor the dead and gone past, but with

“The beauty and the wonder and the power

The shapes of things, their colours,
lights and shades,

Changes, Surprises.”

The icing has worn off, but the cake is still
tasty enough,

The Dormant Phoenix

A writer on Calcutta once commented on
the “quiet co-existence between the two parallel
lines of tramtracks”. Since its birth, the two
‘tramtracks’ of Presidency College have been its
long-cherished traditions and its contribution to
the future. Indeed, this paradoxical yet per-
fectly amicable combination of the two has been
the real myth of the college : the legend that so
many youthful generations have kept alive.

The basic tradition remains untarnished.
As soon as the wide-eyed fresher enters the
college premises, he becomes aware of its tradi-
tion-steeped genius : a relatively high standard
of academic performance is maintained ; the
political wrangling, however futile, continues
unabated ; innovative thinking flourishes, and

would-be-intellectuals remain undeterred by the
obvious discrepancies in their thought. Even
the lighter side of the Presidency world lingers
on, according to age-old patterns : the drum-
ming of canteen tables amid sips of tea, the
book-shop browsing and voracious food-shop
hunting, the occasional romantic tete-a-tete and
frequent debates on everything under the sun,
Tradition is undoubtedly a well-guarded poss-
esion of this college.

But what has become sluggish, and what is
now time-weary, is the mighty heart of the
college. The fiery elder generations had many
stars to reach, and the idealism to touch them
with. Students today have very few dreams
and thus very little to offer the future. A
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pervasive aimlessness seems their consuming
interest. Hope is moribund. Life pulsates but
only in brief spasms, choked by an arid apathy.

This aura of dust and lethargy is frustrating
what the students might have achieved in times
to come. The myth has grown tattered at the
edges. The phoenix is dormant. For the curi-
ous, a reason must be found : do the students,
then, lack in calibre ? Or have the old ideals
fallen out of step with time ? Are the horizons
devoid of rainbows to reach out to ? Or have
we grown so absorbed with ourselves as to be
overly unconcerned with anything else ?

To the average student, the answers will
seem redundant, almost irrelevant. The moti-
onless face of the college-clock broods in bleak
resignation. And one is filled with a fore-
boding that one day this hear! too may stop
forever.

Presidency today is our particular ‘waste
land’, littered with a menageric of impassive

‘bureaucrats’, disillusioned ‘politicians’, preten-
tious ‘intellectuals’ and hapless souls. And
we are “‘wandering between two worlds, one
dead, the other powerless to be born.” Yet
we still await a time when Presidency will
cease to be merely an island of remembrance :
a time when our place in the sun will be
“where the past and future are gathered”.
Then this lean ghost of an illustrious past
will become the foetus of the future. The
legend must live on, and it is our task to
rekindle the dying embers.

The college magazine is a kind of mirror
for what Presidency College is at present, and
is said to be “an organ of the corporate life of
the college”. Even while editing this section,
the myth hovered in my consciousness. So !
hope this issue retains the high standards and
traditions, even while it presents a variegated
image of ‘today’.

Bishnupriya Ghosh
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