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The past life has died. I exult over its death,
because from this I know that it once existed. The
dead life has decayed. I exult over its decay
because from this I know that it has not been
empty.

From the clay of life abandoned on the ground

grow no lofty trees, only wild grass. For that [ am
to blame . . .

(Lu Hsun, Foreword to Wild Grass)
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Among the Men of Heart
Abeer Chakravarty

One good, merty evening I was matter of fact askeq b
Paban Das Baul whether [ could fish. And when told
him, equally matter of fact, though slightly caught
unawares, that I couldn't, he was aghast, and couldn
seem to accept how such a fundamental, basic skill of
human being as fishing could have not been a part of my
upbringing and identity. It was the way he was so
astonishingly amazed that couldn't make me ignore how
much we have really detached ourselves from nature and
her doings, and estranged ourselves from the elements.
And how much we have moved away from the
simplicity, generosity and rhythm of life. The Bauls and
Fakirs never fail to link us instantly to our roots and prod
us to connect to the 'tattwa' through their music, their
beliefs and practices.

The heady Sixties and Seventies that erupted and
spread with a cornucopia of music and songs embraced
the Bauls. We found Purna Das Baul on the cover of
Dylan's John Wesley Harding. We met hippies travelling to
Bengal to be with the Bauls, taking some of them back.
Heard Subol talk of his encounter with 'zaagersahib,
unaffected by the honour and privilege. Globalization had
an altogether different meaning those days!

When the Boral festival popped up, thanks to Paban
and Mimlu, it became an annual pilgrimage and gave U5 4
wonderful taste and experience of an 'akhara'. But it
stopped all too soon creating a void till the veritable
Woodstock of Bauls and Fakirs, the Baul Fakir UtsaV, set

UP tent in 2006, at the end of a snaky Jadavpur lane, out
On a field that was sma] but seemed to hold the wor Id. I
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grew witha belief and a passion that was defermined and
infectious. Even the neighbours around the field seem to
welcome the festival each year, quite unfazed by the
inconvenience it must be causing, only to do their bit to
uphold a treasure and heritage that Bengal is blessed
with.The makeshift auditorium and all the lanes and by
lanes transform into an akhara, seamlessly blending in
with surroundings.The spirit and vibes abound.

The Baul Fakir Utsav is not just about great songs and
performance but a cosmic confluence that unfolds each
year to help us commune with the very essence of life
through their songs, and by their mystical presence. The
Utsav stokes a dialogue within our self if we choose to go
beyond just another cool, social happening. It's verily a
satsang' unfolding in song after song the real meaning
and purpose of life. In a world being seared by religious
hatred and distorted notions of divinity, the Bauls and
Fakirs make one more furtive, extraordinary attempt
through the Utsav to get us to delve into some greater,
singular meaning and purpose. In centering the focus on
rekindling the search for the Man of the Heart, the Utsav
brings together a pure plea for humanity.

It's a community that makes this Utsav happen and
only a collaborative effort between the organisers,
performers, and the audience can help this festival carry
on, and thrive. And in doing so nurture the Baul Fakir
community whose sustenance and well-being is crucial to
our civilization and to our own well-being.

Abeer Chakravarty has just retired as Head of Bates, CHI,
Kolkata. He has worked as a communications consultant
for the past 35 years.
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Gketches of Baul Fakir Utsav
Diptanshu Roy

Who hasn't fallen in love with a baul song during one of
those short winter trips to Santiniketan? That was my first
interaction with the Bauls, as a kid. And the first time I
heard this music in the city was at Jadavpur-Shaktigarh
maath's annual winter utsav. It is perhaps the only annual
baul utsav in the city.

The city gets to enjoy a few sporadic performances
during Durga pujo and Kali pujo, but this utsav is pretty
hardcore with 48 hours of non-stop music, jams, addas,
drinking and socializing, no different from the folk
festivals around the world. You have got to be really
:nto this music to take it all in. If it is your first time itis a
great way to get initiated into the world of the Bauls and
Fakirs. You will find the best acts here not just from West
Bengal but from Bangladesh as well.

The music starts in the morning of the very first day. It
is fresh acoustic in the truest sense. You get to enjoy it like
you did sitting at their akharas at some point in life. For
me it has been the purest part of the festival. From
anecdotes to songs, informal jokes, you also get to see the
musicians interact like they would in their homes and
akharas. These sessions have become more popular for the
last couple of years with more people popping by to see
the events. The crowd here, I would say, is pretty varied.
You have people from the neighbourhood for sure, but I've
also bumped into people from Japan,

Denmark, France, America, and England! So it is pretty
international as well! Which is actually not surprising,
given the acts are good to conquer the world. Despite their
humble looks, many of the artists here are no less than
rockstars who have seen the world.

The afternoons post-lunch session, is at the akharas:
sleeping areas where I have had some wonderful adda

TEEeATS TR T T
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with music thrown in. I have some of th
beautiful memories with crazy Gour Khyapa, 'Wi;l“;f)st
telling his stories accompanied by the ektara played Jlm
khamak with Tinkori da backing him up on dubki T;1ke a
who have seen this are lucky. You can still experieﬁce :29
of these sessions on my channel on youtube/folkpick, me. |}
As the winter sun goes golden, the late afternoon musi c, i
can be heard in the maath, with Amirul, Lalon Shah, Golam

Fakir and Laal Chand getting into some high energy stuff. 1
recommend looking out for Hira Shah with his unique
instrument, the sarinda. And if you ask him, he will show a

tow tricks with his instrument. . . bird calls and his
conversation with the sarinda are highly recommended!
gy for the evening sessions

Finally, it is time for ener
with some snacks and tea. . . there are tons of delicious
food to be eaten. .. from ghugni, phuchka, fish fry to

gourmet stuff like 'mangsher pathisapta' ... thereis

something new to try every year!

The evening gets a lot of people into the tent. But yqu |
have to be ready to sit on the floor, we'i‘l’-padded with tlrp_O,I
and straw. But I can bet you won't mind it a8 the show
starts picking up. From here it goes on and on until 2 point
when you think you just have got to hit the bed:
you can be there till the end if you take the all-lmporl:arl‘f
tea and adda breaks from time tO time, 5
Two days just go by very quickly is all I can say" [ make
sure to pick up some cds that are up for sale. . . al
would urge everyone to buy a couple instead of recklessly
sharing it with friends. , , After all, you must gather
iﬁ?lugh fodder till the next year's utsav and [ can bet you
arle \i:i(;ltif:nd such a striking line-up that eas
g to chase the bauls. . .

gessIoNS

Dipt : }
atll:\’:::g ::1; Rf: y is a very fine mandalin player. who perform?
abroad. He works for Bates, CHJ, Kolkata-

s'\‘r‘ “‘ ‘. [ M
1
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Magic's Soul in Music's Dress

Rimi B. Chatterjee

What would the history of European magic have been
like, had there been no Inquisition, n'o Rec,:onquiﬁtn, no
cleansing of the Cathars and the Alblgensxm?s, no witch.
hunts, no Troubadour twilight? What if the itineraries of
the wandering alchemists, soothsayers, gypsies and
philosophers of east and central Europe had not been
disturbed by religious war, systematic repression,
pogroms and organised terror? What if the greatest
troubadours of the twelfth century had been left in peace
to found schools and retreats, cloisters and universities,
and their descendants were modern-day rockstars?

We are not quite in such a fortunate position here in
Bengal, and we have had our share of war and repression,

but to a remarkable extent, we have managed to come
through the times of iron with an intact and stil]

functioning magical society. By its nature, this intellectual
tradition which is toda

y most widely represent
baul-fakirs, has been a Y Tep ed by the

s b secret one, surviving on person to
person transmission, and at its core there wi]] always be

the_ intensely private relationship of the guru-shishya
ThlS.I'S not‘ Jgst a way of Preserving the exclusivit yf .th
tradition, it is above al| inherent in the Nature of I¥1 N i :
agic:

the spiritual science of wi]] emotio

! n, i . .
very hard to talk about. Perhaps that inx;ls and being is
metaphor of song has always been Y the r ich
every magical lineage, for the secre teach:
fakir tradition has one of the world's m;’:tll;gs. The ba
deeply lived and richly layered systems of n(l:mplex,
signification in the world, and all of j; i embzgkzl
led in

beautiful music. To listen to the songs of Lalon Shap,
ah,

i
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Abdul Karim, Radha Raman or Bhaba Pagla is to be
offered a course of instruction in the architecture of the
human soul.

When things are bad and the mainstream of any
culture frowns on the freedoms and oddities that come
with spiritual scepticism, the secret tradition draws its
horns in, and is transmitted only along the bloodlines of
its custodians. Then to the casual observer, it will appear
entirely absent from the world, and the rural landscape
will be one of bland peasants and uninspiring popular
cultures. However, when the electric energy of human
will starts to throw off the heavy blanket of intellectual
repression, then the whole culture starts to fizz. That is
when large public movements of ecstasy and revelation
become common. In the modern world where everything
is ultimately a data-state, secrecy is no longer the weapon
of choice to defend the tradition. Now the spiritually
curious, the young at heart, are coming out on the streets
with wide eyes, looking beyond the boundaries of their
conventional lives and asking themselves questions about
the big things of life. Many of them, lacking guidance,
make mistakes, for in the process of denying received
wisdom, one is often betrayed into foolishness. These
young people need to know that others, wise ones, have
gone before them, have burned in the same fires, and after
the ashes cooled, they have raked them over and found
the truth like a new-forged mirror beneath. Then they
have sung, about tears, about the light, about desire and
its traps, about the tigers and jackals within us, about the
snake of lust and its poisoned breath. The path of the
baul-fakir is the path of untrammeled will, the most free
Path out of all the ones we are offered at birth, and

Fherefore it covers a lot of spiritual ground. Most of our
Journeys can be found mapped within it.

| —
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This Utsav is a unique marketplace of ideas, I the
idiom of the tradition, it is a prem bazar, where hearts are
bought with hearts on the shores of the great ocean
where, once our business is concluded, we wil] aJ]

eventually set sail. Here you may buy whatever delights
and wonders your heart desires, provided you have cojp
to pay for it, of which your personal god has provided

you a store when you came to this earth. Lalon
to squander the coin of the body,

which we are capable, because if
see your heart's desire pass by in
will have to go to her as a beggar.
mainstream culture held und

love was only possible in th
other places, land and

tells us not
the time and thought of
you do, then when you
the marketplace, you
The truth is, while
isputed sway in this land,

€ margins of society. In all
property nailed love and freedom
to the wall, especially for women, But aj] was not lost: the
wandering singers went everywhere, and in the shadows
of evening the meek, the hopeless, the abused and

rejected would cre

em through thege interesting

s, this festival is the Perfect place to
come and have your mind blown by the sorcerors and
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t 3 adepts of our time. Before the_old ways pass into darkness
entirely, the torch must be relit from young fires.
In this tenth year of its existence, this festival has
! shown itself a phoenix. Every time we fear that it will be
By the last, and yet every January people come together as
d before and trade their treasures in the marketplace. Every
time our fears that the Utsav will not raise enough money,
| that the small and resolute band of organiser will be
overwhelmed by the logistics, that it will all fall apart, are
calmed and tamed by the music. It seems the illuminated
souls of baul-fakirs in the hidden city are putting ina
good word with fate for us. 5o long as this festival is true
j’ to the spirit in which it was begun, so long as it remains a
true prem bazar, it will survive. As with all good things, it

l is always most in danger of damage from those that love
‘the it unwisely. Therefore we must all become wise, in so far
S as we can, and all will be well.

5

m

0

.t

o

: Rimi B. Chatterjee is a writer of fiction and teaches
0 English at Jadavpur University.
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Memories of a Crowd.

'My girlfriends and I purchased our concert tickets in advance (I
«till have them). We took a bus up from NYC. The bus left us off
miles from the site, after being stuck in traffic for hours. We
walked and walked and walked. A river of people flowing in the
same direction. One of my special memories of the event were the
“locals”. .. people whose homes lines the main road on the way to
the festival grounds, Families put out tables and were giving
away sandwiches and drinks to whoever passed by. Children
were running up to us insisting that we take something to eat and
drink. Today I revel in the fact that there was no fear that drinks
wore laced, or tainted sandwiches were handed out. Finally
reaching the concert site was a mixed emotion. It was AWESOME
to see so many kids like us, but by the time we got there. .. we were
so far from the stage it looked like a pinpoint in the distance. [ have
speakers in my home today that I could swear are more powerful
than the ones they had on stage. Could barely distinguish who
was singing. . . but it didn't matter. The atmosphere, the
excitement and the experience were worth itall.’

--Eileen Mamanov.

My friend Bob and I drove through mobs of traffic on Friday to
park within a few miles of the festival grounds. We trekked in by
foot. By the time we made it, the fences were down, our tickets were
unnecessary, and the music was on. But what stopped us in our
tracks was the massive size of the crowd, with all its energy and
makeshift madness. Through thirst, hunger, rain and song, we
bonded as one huge organism. Three days later, after Jimi brought
those of us who stayed to a rousing finale, we drove home to lives
that would never be the same again.'

--John Bowman.
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An Annual Pilgrimage of Another Kind
Gurpal Singh

Attending the Baul Fakir Utsav, a couple of years ago was
1 wonderful experience for me. While the music is always
magical, what made it more special was the fantastic
atmosphere. The tent, the straw on the ground, the stalls
selling home-made food and wonderful handicrafts; and
the excitement in the air. The joy and the camaraderie was
totally infectious. What I saw and experienced apart from
the music was a wonderful community of people who
loved this music and were going great lengths to keep it
going, and doing this happily, with their hearts in it. [
could not help but be reminded of the festival of films
that we do in Puri each year. For some, this has become
an annual pilgrimage of another kind.

Much like the Baul Fakir Utsav, BYOFF (Bring Your Own
Film Festival) was born from a dream of some
'independent minded' people. Some filmmakers got
together and wanted to create a small informal festival
where we could all be ourselves, without anyone being
judgemental, where we could meet and share our films
and ideas and experiences and thoughts and stories with
cach other, in a free and open space. As far away as
possible from red carpets, formal functions, award
ceremonies, and the accompanying tamasha. Truly, a
'filmmakers' film festival'.

We zeroed in on Puri, on the east coast. The year was
2004. Hotel Pink House, a small and somewhat secluded
little place with a character of its own became our venue,
right on the seashore. People who liked the idea, joined
forces - a beautiful collective energy emerged and before

e e —————
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long we had sent out an email to friends and groups in
various cities. The idea was, if you have made a filmy, that
you want to share with other filmmakers and artists, just
land up, choose your own time slot and screen the film
While we were busy with preparations, expectin

about thirty or forty filmmakers, the mail we had sent oyt
was shared with quite a large number of people and the
responses started pouring in. The idea had spread and
was received very well, way beyond our expectations,

Instead of one tent and screen, we had to put up two. And
later we decided to start the screenings earlier than

planned. Not wanting to say no to anyone, we kept trying
to increase our capacity, not knowing where the funds
will come from. We even had a 35 mm and a 16 mm

projector for outdoor screenings. Like nervous relatives
before a wedding function, we waited with bated breath.
“And then they started trooping in. Over 300 people
landed up with their films, in addition to the ones who
came to watch. We extended the festival from the initial

three days to five days. Many people changed their travel
plans and stayed on. It was an incredible energy that
flowed. A wonderful little community was born.

Independent cinema asserted itself, Everyone celebrated.
Filmmakers had come from all over the country and

some even from abroad. To begin with we were at a 10ss,

not having anticipated such participation. But that soon

became the strength, as the Participants took on various
tasks and became volunteers. In the s

the venue was decorated, handmade ‘:12112 C;J:iectlxée Splrl:
made, the schedule was put up and the fegtiva(lj?:,r s weév g
did not bother, for the moment, aboyt ioras egan. ;
on a high, the high of finding a space o % 033 f;.e were a .
to be free and to share what we always v r hair down,

anted to s_ha:ré o .
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with each other. Complete strangers became the greatest
of friends. Music started flowing after the night
screenings. [mpromptu jams happened. Soulful Oriya and
Bangla songs mixed with the sound of a didgeridoo were
heard until the sun came out. There was poetry, dance
and of course films, films and more films . ..

The most heartening part was that this festival egged
on some people to become filmmakers. Having nurtured
dreams so far, they had now made and brought short
films "because such a festival existed'. Partly by default,
many of the participants were first-time filmmakers, and
their young energy and enthusiasm took this gathering to
another level. ;

Somehow, some funds were raised after the festival
was over and we were able to pay back some of the loans
and outstanding amounts. Against all odds, the festival
had happened. In subsequent editions, we had to make
sure the scale was smaller and more manageable.
Growing too big would be a compromise with the spirit
of the festival, we thought.

Since there was a lot of good press, (without our
having worked actively towards it) everyone felt that the
next year would be a cakewalk and sponsorships would
come pouring in. But that is precisely the danger to be
wary of. Money from the government and corporations
never comes without riders. And here we were, trying to
create a space where expression would be free and open.
We decided that most of our funding would come from
people —friends and well-wishers of Byoff. And the tribe
of such people kept growing. There have been people
who have never been able to attend even one Byoff, but

they support us. Thanks to all these good souls we have
managed somehow to keep going all these years and have
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been able to freely scree

<how in many places Films t
establishment, films that b:: ' ~

push boundaries. And ec

issue that plagues" |
than once, we h
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An Annual Pilgrimage of Another Kind 9

In this context, its time for Byoff to re-invent itself. For
all such initiatives, new people must join, new ideas must
emerge; and for it to sustain, young blood must enter the
stream. Now that short, independent films have started
finding other avenues, I feel its time for Byoff to shed off
its old skin as just a film festival and enter a new avatar as
a multi-arts festival for all the independents,
encompassing music, sculpture, painting, photography,
poetry, installations, performances. All the arts and all
artists would benefit greatly by being together in such a
adda space, interacting with and reacting to each other's
works. Right there, in the sand, with the sun and the
moon, and the sounds of sea upon them.

As I look forward to another wonderful edition of the
Bawl Fakir Utsav, I wish for its long life. I wish it grows
from strength to strength. May it inspire more such
festivals. May the independent spirit always be alive and
throbbing. May the wonderful music always play on.

Gurpal Singh graduated from the Film and Television Institute of
India, Pune. He has worked in television as a director and actor and
has made a few documentaries. Gurpal enjoys and organizes
gatherings and community building,
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i the streets of Kolkata

Performers Independent at work ©
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if Jodi is hoti,
Yet tobu,

But kintu,
What mane ki?'

We are a group of independent performance artists,
engaged for the last three years in organizing a festival of
performance art in Kolkata, the Kolkata International
Performance Art Festival (KIPAF). Performance art has
the potential to convert a space with hidden tensions into
a contested space by introducing and interrogating these
tensions. Kolkata is one such space, and at KIPAF we aim
to explore the concept and materiality of space in its
multiplicity and complexity of potential and meaning and
reveal the possible contestations, both visible and
invisible, that this city space can hold.

Not just the sites of the festival, but the festival KIPAF
itself is emerging as a site of contestations, challenging the
notions of organization and curation. What indeed is
organization? What is curation? And what are the broader
implications of the ways in which the curatorial space is
produced and circulated? Where do we stand in relation
to these modes of production and distribution? We look
for answers to such questions through our arts practice.

We don't aim to create any commodity or service.

We try to create an atmosphere for communication
among artists and friends and also with the place and its
people. We presume that art rises or falls out of
atmospheres.

Performance art offers us a medium where diverse
disciplines can meet. We try to work with the bare
minimum as far as money is concerned. We organize
KIPAF with small contributions and donations from
friends and public bodies. We think it necessary to keep
this festival as a place to practice art and interaction
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From Thailand to Bengal and Back
Robert Millis

In October 2012, I was at a conference of archivists and
music collectors in Delhi, getting bored with all the
discussion about temperature control inside the vaults of
archives and copyright worries of collectors and artists,
when I bumped into another bored participant and we
got talking. Her name was Moushumi; she said we had
not met before, but I thought that we had. The familiarity
was natural as we seemed to have a lot in common —
especially in our attitudes to practicing and sharing
music. | had only just arrived in Delhi from Seattle, on a
Fulbright scholarship, and my plan was to study India's
early 78rpm gramophone recording industry and work
with Indian record collectors, musicians and sound artists
over the next ten months, traveling to various places
around the country, including, of course, Kolkata.
Moushumi and I exchanged emails and within a few
weeks [ was in Kolkata, staying at the Broadway Hotel in
Chandni Chowk, and working my way to different parts
of the city to meet record collectors and musicians. I was
also spending time in Jadavpur, getting to know the work
and world of Moushumi and Sukanta and meeting their
friends. This seemed like a very busy time for all of them
as they were preparing for their upcoming music festival
in early January. It was the beginning of December and |
would have to go back to Delhi for work fairly soon.
Moushumi and Sukanta asked me to come back for their
festival and I do not at all regret that I did.

I'am a musician, producer and sound artist and all my

life I have done my best to travel as much as I can, usually
on a shoe-string budget, and wherever [ have been, [ have

Scanned with CamScanner



.

Scanned with CamScanner




From Thailand to Bengal and Back Y0
me; techno is pretty dull and empty compared to the
music of the Ba.uls). Gatherings such as this are as much
about community as anything else. As I was saying
before, [ am not terribly knowledgeable about the music
and spiritual traditions in Bengal but during the 2013
Ustav I began to sense a connection to other 'spirit
festivals' I have witnessed, despite the outward
appearance of extreme differences. Perhaps this is the
way of such things.

One such festival was Thailand's Phi Ta Khon. Again,
before I went to it, [ knew little beyond a few pictures of
beautiful masks seen online. Yet in June 2004, I found
myself in the town of Dan Sai in the Isan region of
Northern Thailand where this festival was taking place
and it turned out to be a fantastic few days in the midst of
a very welcoming and sublime small-town bacchanal. I
was able to turn my experience at this festival into a lofi
documentary film, eventually released on DVD by a small
record label called Sublime Frequencies. Phi Ta Khon'
means, roughly, 'spirit into human' though sometimes it
can mean 'ghosts with human eyes'. The language, music,
food and customs of Isan have more in common with
Laos, which lies across the Mekong to the North, than
with Thailand proper. Apparently, there used to be
festivals like Phi Ta Khon all over this region, but as with
all things, they are vanishing. Outwardly, Phi Ta Khon is
about ensuring a good harvest and celebrating the arrival
of the monsoon season (in many parts of Thailand this
involves firing rockets into the clouds to produce rain)'.
The Phi Ta Khon and similar festivals begin with making
things right with the village, with the ancestors and
spirits and from there the teachings work their way
backward to the individual. It seems to me that the
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progresses it gradually bec.on'ies electrified, eventually
returning to quieter acoustic instruments at the end. On
the surface, there is very little commonality between Baul
nd Thai music. They each use different scales,
instruments, melodies, phrasing, structure . .. but there is
a simplicity at the heart of each and a desire to bring the
sudience into the music and its stories.

‘Masks and outfits made of coconut husks, bamboo rice
steamers and shredded rags with bells transform Phi Ta
Khon participants into characters from stories and myths:
ghosts, devils, demons, and spirits unleashed for a
bacchanal. Wooden phalluses, always a popular
protective amulet in Thailand with origins in fertility rites
and Hindu Shiva worship, provide comic relief and
heighten licentious behavior. They are jabbed into the sky
(and at each other) in the hope of producing rain. That the
masks are made of rice steamers and coconut husks
reinforced the 'good harvest' focus of Phi Ta Khon.

The Bauls too sing stories from legends and
mythologies. [ have a 78rpm record of a "Baul" sung by
one M. N. Ghosh, alias Mantu or Monta Babu, recorded in
1919. It is a point where folk music and recording meet at
least in some form, also a point where classical and folk
music meet (because M. N. Ghosh also recorded classical
and semi-classical songs). This 'Baul' then was probably
recorded specifically for commercial release. I wonder
why or to whom they were trying to appeal? Was there
an emerging class (as there would be in the USA) of
people thinking folk music was somehow an authentic
expression of the "common" people, from which deep but
simple lessons could be learned? Was it a yearning for
simpler times? Or was it a genuine appreciation of folk
forms and melodies? An attempt to source new melodies
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for classical-based music? An attempt to appeal to a
different (non-elite) audience? i
The question of what constitutes folk or ti*ad_:ﬁ_
music —what is 'authentic' —is an interesting and
one. For me, an urban American musician, I know
some ways the term 'folk music' is just an easy v
1dent1fy a sound or style. Does the same p ing

traveled the world and Whose sound and st

of these travels do they still remain 'aut
more urban dwellers and foreigners d
festivals and music, as television and
the world "together" what ha
that once grew in isole
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them to record, as long as they were assured of an
Ludience for such things. I wonder if there were
respectability issues at play in whom was being recorded?
There must have been. Perhaps on the Indian side such
social issues were important--whom they presented to the
Europeans for recording--and to the European engineers
it was purely eCconomics.

Almost a hundred years after that recording was
made, some of these questions still seem relevant when |
think of the Baul Fakir Utsav. The festival is an urban
creation, it is new and unlike the Phi Ta Khon, it does not
have its given set of rituals to follow, but seems to be
inventing rules and rituals of its own along the way. But it
clearly satisfies the needs of a very large number of
people. Why? What do people find in this music? How do
they connect with it?

The Phi Ta Khon festival unfolds over three days along
these lines:

It begins at 3:00am. Opening prayers are intoned, a
first round of drinks is passed from musician to musician
and the presence of a transcendent monk who attained
supernatural powers is invoked. A procession, lead by the
musicians, moves from the local river to the Buddhist
temple where more rituals are performed, an old rusty
shotgun is fired a few times and everyone has a few more
rounds of rice whiskey. Breakfast is served to all and the
Bai sri sukwan ceremony begins. This involves the creation
of a Bai sri, an enormous multi-level offering made of rice,
banana leaves, coconut, and candles and the tying of
white string onto everyone's wrists. The strings impart
blessings, protection and strengthen the soul 91‘ kwan of
the participants. In my mind, the faithful are literally and
physically connecting themselves to each other and to the

,M_._MM%?@J'}M
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community aspect of these events, For many of the
Jttendees this is simply a party, for others it is a serious
and important event. But the two are not mutually
exclusive.

What fascinates me —a Western atheist — about 'spirit'
festivals from other parts of the world (ie, not the USA)?
s it some unresolved or unrealized spiritual yearnings or
a voyeuristic fascination with an 'other'? An enjoyment of
the power that swirls around such events? Perhaps my
ear looks for non-Western melody, and seeks something
beyond language, because I cannot speak the language
anyway and this makes it easier to hear and to imagine
into what I am hearing. (This is only partly true in
actuality: there is simply not enough time to learn all the
languages [ would like to learn, not enough time to
understand all the music I have encountered. But I try,
mostly failing.) The Stanislav Lem novel His Master's
Voice is about an extra-terrestrial message that arrives on
Earth. The problem is, the human race can't understand it,
despite endless effort. What is it trying to say to us, about
us? There is a sense that it somehow holds a key. But
perhaps the key is already there within us, perhaps the
message is merely a mirror. This is the effect such
festivals and gatherings and music have on me.
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[ can hardly remember meeting, Purna, back in 1967, when the
Bauls spent some months at Albert and Sally (Jrosuman‘s house in
Woodstock. .. I got into the act when Garth Hudson of the Band

layed me a tape the Bauls had recorded at l}ig Pink, | talked
Garth into producing the tape as an album, The Bengali Bauls At
Big Pink, selling it to Buddah with myself as associate producer, |
also wrote the liner notes, The album's a collector's item now,
That's how | got into the act. ..

Under his left arm Purna holds what Jooks like a gourd, excepts
it's a ot more than a gourd. It's an ingenious two-stringed
instrument called a khamak, . The khamak is like Purna. You look
at it and you have no idea what you're about to hear,

When Purna finally throws his head into the air what you
immediately recognize is some of the most beautiful singing
you're ever going to hear. | don't understand Purna's words but
his passion is in a universal language. Everybody understands
passion. Soul. This cat's got it, man!

After a few notes of this beautiful singing, you're suddenly jolted
by what sounds like a symphony of percussion instruments
punctuating Purna's song. You find it hard to believe that all this
electrifying rhythm and cross-rhythm, all this compelling
accompaniment, all this sound that sounds like an Indian cousin of
any rock and roll you'd ever want to listen to---including Sheilah
E's percussion-loaded music---is being played by Purna himself.
How could all that sound come out of one little gourd? How
could Purna concentrate on playing all those different wild
rhythms at the same time he's concentrating on singing such
enchanting melody?

I would've been knocked on my ass, except | was already sitting
on it. Still on my ass, I slid across the floor to get closer to Purna.
He had the whole room riveted. Then he started to dance.
Another universal language. . .

Back home now, writing about that night, I can tell you only that
there's no way to describe a performance by Purna Das. You just
had to be there. You may not talk his language, but you
understand him perfectly,

'-Al A'ronwitz, American rock journalist who called himself the
Blacklisted Journalist', 2002,
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~ We visited the temple under the banyan tree, According .
iBake's wife Cornelia] the fruits etc put on the copper at “t,o
off with the collected cents, but 1 didn't see this, and | don’t iy
and if it is, it didn't help because you can't s

€eg
Shake
n
2y T sorp 0 it

true,
oat off your cent plate.”
Under the banyan tree everything had started happening_ Thege ;
awful lot of wheat under the chaff, and the first day it wag qui:: ;15 an
separate the chaff from the wheaF. We didn't hear many good thinard to
sadhu who acted (or whined) as if possessed, which he wagn an(giha
on. But what was very nice was a dancing woman, with a man’ s 80
sadhus but common people from the lower caste of the Bankul:a
district, who sang funny songs and danced to them while the drums
played. By half past 12 we were home . . . at the temple there wag
endless namsankirtan— singing god's name —accompanied by some
dancing and sitting on the ground, then the Gitagovinda, which wag
interesting and nice. In style it was not very different from other the
kirtan that I have heard on different occasions. Rhythmically
remarkable, though, and musically at times worth listening to as well.
Though very tired, we went again to the banyan tree. Walked to the
camp; there were many asleep, some were sitting around fires, reciting,
Some dancing (but not very well). At one little camp a man was
playing the flute beautifully, without noticing the world around him, ‘
on a bamboo flute. He went quiet, then someone else sang a song. Also i
very wonderful. To my surprise they allowed us to come back to record
them the next day. I was thrilled. It was the first truly good thing we
had heard.
Other than that we saw and heard many other good things that night.
There was an old man in a long white night robe who sang beautifully,
and another, Ghanashyam, who danced wonderfully. My discovery
was a man called Hari Das. Utterly content, we returned to the tents at
about half past twelve , ..
This young man Bhattacharji joined us at the temple. The magistraté
[Gursaday Datta] went for a nap. It was very quiet, nOW I could
experiment all | wanted, and that was hard enough, because the le )
of the singers had a rather weak voice, due to which I had to SPe“da?;
W tﬁ f‘;ll three rollsx that of course 1 can scrape off here and uszzg 9
o :S aet,t'however, invited the other singers to our tent at feunf;1 e
o tf;ini ;;“egdmof; and more late. Mr Datta also showed ui:nt ehich
e colins Wl.t 'bwork, we had to drink tea from the ma rox;ﬁse
this in the mﬁssf“ ly refuse because we had more or 1€sS P™ ¢ 5to the
ning, Therefore we returned as late as half P2

tent ca . /
mp, where Kees came to me desperately, saying '

n't

ader

that they
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peen here for 50 long, and were so cold. Fortunately I could record
everything I thought I could, though I would have liked to have done
more. One of the songs to which the woman danced (the one from
Bankura) and other than that the baul song that we had heard the first
night in the temple, and finally the flute playing of Hari Das 'khaepa’
as he calls himself, the lost one, and a few songs of his comrade who
had sung the previous night as well, and also another song of his and
of a girl who belonged to the lot as well . . .

— From Dutch ethnomusicologist Arnold Bake's letter to his mother,
written on 20 January 1932, after returning to Santiniketan from

Kenduli.
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