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Striking an Upbeat Note

In a world polarsed between the developed and the
underdeveloped celebration of urbanism runs the nsk
of arousing emotions contrary to the enthusiasm some
feel around the very concept of development and
growth Others may even resent the process of
urbanisation citing the problematics of urban life --
particularly the transgressions that accompany it in this
part of the world. In this particular show, Salahuddin
Ahmed has more or less distanced himself from such
antagonistic sentiments Yet his choice of phrase in
naming this show may remind one of the voluminous
tome written by a Frenchman named Dominique
Lapierre, which takes us back to the uneasiness
around the concept of cities

The book in question was never meant to he a vehicle
for undermining the inhabitanis' aspiralion for a better
life in a city where resources were appallingly scarce In
The City of Joy, Dominique -- the author - comes off as
a transmitter of empathy lrom the nether world of
Kolkata, the locus of his actions and interpretations
But the book can also be perceived as a guide to griity
realities, the kinds that authorites are keen to
disregard. It is because of this that for the people in this
subcontinent the brace of words that make up the title
of the book can never be fully rescued from the irony
that it linally got attached to

The porlrayal of urban reality by a representative of the
developed world accompanied due amount of
authorial compassion, yet the fact remains that most
cities in this clime have already plunged intc veritable
chaos. Which is of course a result of the vain attempts
to muster the momentum as well as the might to fit into
the development template prescribed by the West, the

- Mustafa Zaman

author ol global progress From this standpoint, the
loy' vis-a-vis the cities In this part of the world seems
too entwined with the illusion of progress to be able to
retain the capacity to stand for actual state of mind

Salahuddin s out to dislodge that truth, and succeeds
to a certain extent He reonents himself to transcend
the real and plumbs deep Into himself to hit upon the
perennial source of delight — the human mind, an
instrument for imagning the unimagnable, an
embodiment of defense, or an antidote of sorts against
the mutating paradox, which 1s today's socio-political
reality, Likewise, 1n his art, reality, the collectively
constructed yet seemingly unfathcmable domain, is
subjected to visual ploys that the artist has developed
over the last 15 or so years The configuration of the
city of Dhaka, whare he lives and works, has been
transmuted into vortexes of fragmented colour fields
The ineffaceakle signs of ecstasy in Lhe exleriorized
forms help the viewar detect a sense of belonging on
the part of the artist something that may escape the
understanding of many a modernist weighed down by
the sense of alienation and angst

Urban Delight, the rubric, under which Salahuddin
brings together an array of pantngs, echoing the
Frenchman's book title, shows unyielding loyalty to the
artist's spinted expression. Through the mediation of
the menital hue he characlerises thereal, sometimes to
speak a language that takes its cue from a rapturous
gaze, and at others, to spell out the precariousness of
the world we lIive In

But gach time, the shapes and lines, which the artist
employs with certain dexterity, cometogelherto



uphold the spirit that draws its strength from the brio
bullt around the concept of the picaresque and the
polyphonic assembly of colours

In the majority of the pieces critical considerations are
pushed to the back seat, courtesy of the upbeat
expression, 1o make way for the artist's true agenda,
which is laying claim to the mental space mostly
untainted by incidenis that defines the recent day
reality If the pathologies of hme were his guide, the
artist would have sel out to map the city of his
Inhabitance using an entirely different method.

instead, Salahuddin writes a carnivalesque saga in
myriad chapters. Dividing his oeuvre in a number of
series, mostly to reach an emotional altitude - a high -
which 1In some paintings spurs an explosion of sorts
almost defying the sheer physicality of the paintings,
as is the case in the series aptly titled 'Dematerialising
the City'. Salahuddin is at his most econamical In this
batch of works, a trait that helps to bring out the
Abstract Expressionist in him Some of the pleces
almost attain a mystical dimension courtesy of the fog-
like veil that shrouds the picture plains, blurring the
usual contours and colours,

As aninhahitant of Qld Dhaka, he 1s deep into the swirl
of things that are centered on the inhabitants'
unwavering |jest for life Taking the cue from that
collective spirit mast paintings give off an
overwhelming sense of joy, which at times lead up to
an emotional spillover. In Tha City of Festival' series the
oxtraneous materials interact with the plastic plan of
the canvas {o heighten this feeling of superfluity. Yet
Ihese are his most Inert of all compositions

The series 'Image of the City', his most iconcclastic
attempt, has been conceived as ominous signs - oF SO
It seems, because a senge of foreboding permeales
maost of these pieces Each painting is built around the
concept of wreckage and cluiters — a mass that mostly
cccupies the lower part of the canvas and is crowned
by a strange, solitary form. These forms -- eithar a lump,
or a geometric structure, or even a truncated sun -
ominously preside over a landscape in lhe verge of
disintegration. With these the artist seems Inclined to
bring mto an otherwise rationally conceived, temperate
space a sense of time and trepidaticn This 1s an added
hue to his present oeuvre One that first made its
appearance way back in the late 1990s

Ag defamiliarisation remains one of his goals,
Salahuddin's network of lines, agglomeration of [orms
and colour plains translate, for the most part, into
formal arrangements akin to aerial views Whether
these views are conceived as an apotheosis, or a
projection of one's state of mind, seems Irrelevant in
the end, as his intention is to unfurl a world full of
cbjects of pleasurable contemplation

Contrary to the "forms of things unknown",
Shakespeare's metaphysical formulation, Salahuddin
brings Inta view forms that are within the grasp of our
knowledge; yet, they hold cansiderable potential for
inciting human emotion. Straddling a line between the
real and the constructed in a measured way, the artist,
i this show, is bent on plotling a continuity thraugh the
means of an abstractness, which 1s broughi to bear
upon what lies without He 1s a painter who would
rather paint the reality than lying in bare for all to see
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Urban Image-07 Mixad Media on Paper - 64 X 19 cm 2004

Urban Image-08 Wixed Madia an Paper 64 X 19 cm 2008
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